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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
This report arose as part of the study Building on Children’s Linguistic Repertoires to Enrich 

Learning funded by the Department of Education and Communities, 2015. It followed a year 

long pilot study funded by Erehwon1 Public School to trial the language mapping approach 

used in the research. The 2015 study was conducted in four schools, three with high 

Aboriginal and high multicultural enrolments and one with a majority of students from 

migrant and refugee backgrounds. The aim of the project was to research children’s everyday 

language practices to improve their English learning, and hence their learning across the 

curriculum. This report is designed to accompany the full project report which is available on 

the Centre for Educational Research, Western Sydney University website 

(http://www.uws.edu.au/cer/research/research_reports), or from the Department of Education 

library.  

 

The Pathways to Engagement report came about because of the key role Aboriginal 

Education Officer Sandra Hickey was playing in the Aboriginal English program at Erewhon 

Public School in the 2014 pilot study. When the school joined the project for a second year in 

2015 it seemed important to invite Sandra Hickey and the three Aboriginal Education 

Officers from the participating schools to join the research. The four Aboriginal Education 

Officers took part in three full-day professional learning activities. Day 1 introduced them to 

the method of producing the language maps; Day 2 led them through a process of analysing 

the maps; and Day 3 reflected on their role in relation to the outcomes of the project. Their 

mapping, analysis and discussions were recorded and form part of the material of this report. 

 

The report was constructed largely from these recorded conversations. Each of the Aboriginal 

Education Officers has over 20 years experience in New South Wales schools. During these 

professional learning days they spoke freely, expressing their opinions in their own ways of 

talking. The transcriptions of these are included in the report verbatim to most accurately 

represent their voice. They did not attempt to represent anyone other than themselves based 

upon their combined 80 years of accumulated experience. It is believed that this experience, 

 
1 Pseudonyms are given to the schools as a requirement of the Western Sydney University Ethics 
Committee.  
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expressed in its own terms, offers an invaluable insight into the project, their roles, and the 

benefits to Aboriginal children. The report also includes additional material from the focus 

groups facilitated by the research team with children at Erehwon Public School and a profile 

of the participation of single Aboriginal students. 

 

The first chapter introduces the schools, the aims and research design of the larger project and 

the role Aboriginal Education Officers played. The second chapter outlines the language 

mapping process that the AEOs undertook on their first professional learning day when they 

produced their own language maps. The mapping provided them with potential teaching and 

learning tools for future use and deeper insight into the children’s mapping processes. It 

generated discussion about Aboriginal culture, identity and the role and nature of language. 

 

Chapter three describes the process of analysing the language maps undertaken by the 

Aboriginal Education Officers in which they focused on the maps produced by Aboriginal 

children, reviewing all of the maps then grouping them into like clusters. They grouped the 

maps according to the strength of the child’s identification with Aboriginal culture and 

selected a single map from each group to analyse in detail.  

 

The fourth chapter includes analysis of the focus groups with the children from Erehwon 

Public School and the profile of a single Aboriginal child’s participation in the project. It was 

found that students from this school have a sophisticated understanding of their everyday 

language practice including concepts of dialect, code switching, standard and Aboriginal 

English and Aboriginal language loss, due to the work they do in the AEOs language classes. 

This is then supplemented with a detailed analysis of a single Aboriginal child who made 

remarkable progress in his ability to engage in learning and outcomes in literacy.  

 

Chapter five discussed the language and identity work the AEOs carried out in their schools 

in parallel to the language mapping project, and their general observations of teaching and 

learning Aboriginal language and cultural identity through their 80 years of accumulated 

experience.  



   ix 

Chapter six concludes with an evaluation of their participation in the project. It concludes that 

they undertake this work in very different ways according to their particular passions, skills 

and backgrounds. They have accumulated vast amounts of knowledge about their 

communities, about the interface between Aboriginal histories and knowledge frameworks 

and schools, and about the needs of Aboriginal children. Their contribution as co-researchers 

in the language mapping project added immeasurably to the project and its outcomes. It is 

important that this knowledge is recognised and valued and the complex work they do in 

liaising between Aboriginal community and knowledge systems is supported.  

The following recommendations were made in relation to the language mapping project, and 

to the role of Aboriginal Education Officers in schools and communities:  

• Introduce the process of language mapping more broadly through professional 

development, especially in relation to Aboriginal language and dialects of standard 

English.  

• Conduct further research into the ways that language mapping can be used to support 

recognition of Aboriginal dialects of standard English and outcomes for Aboriginal 

children.  

• Provide professional development opportunities for Aboriginal Education Officers to 

engage in research and to research their own practice.  

• Provide opportunities for the vast knowledge base of Aboriginal Education Officers to 

be recognised, voiced and supported.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION AND PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

 
 
This document reports on the perspectives contributed by Aboriginal Education Officers and 

Aboriginal students involved in the project Building on Children’s Linguistic Repertoires to 

Enrich Learning in 2015. Four Aboriginal Education Officers from schools in the Mt Druitt 

area with high Aboriginal and high multicultural enrolments were involved in the project, 

shaping their involvement in their own cultural ways.  

 
The report draws on: 

 
§ Agendas, audio records, transcripts and field notes from Professional 

Development (PD) Days 1, 2 and 3  

§ Language maps drawn and shared by Aboriginal Education Officers at 

Professional Development Day 1   

§ Language maps, work samples and focus group transcripts from 

students, including Aboriginal students 

§ AEO reflections and comments on teachers’ lessons and students’ 

learning 

§ Information publicly available on each school’s website, e.g. annual 

reports and newsletters  

§ Demographic and context information from the MySchool website 

§ Fact sheets from NSW Department of Education and the Australian 

Government 

 
 
Background 
 
Erehwon Public School. 

Erehwon Public School was built in 1973 on Dharugiii lands on the western edge of the Mt 

Druitt District. In 2015, approximately 160 students attended the school with 21% of students 

identifying as Aboriginal and 42% of students coming from language backgrounds other than 

English, mainly from Tonga, Samoa and New Zealand. The School is located in a very poor 
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area of western Sydney with high levels of disadvantage. There are disproportionately high 

numbers of students enrolled in the school who have complex support needs including 

students diagnosed with autism, mild to moderate intellectual disabilities and a range of 

challenging emotions and behaviours, often trauma related. The School has an ongoing 

commitment to implementing programs to enhance the academic achievement of Aboriginal 

students and educating our wider school community about Aboriginal Australia. It has a long 

term and substantial program of Aboriginal English and culture offered to all grade levels 

(K-6) by the Aboriginal Education Officer (AEO) Ms Sandra Hickey. 

 

Eamou Public School 

Eamou Public School is located on Darug lands in outer western Sydney, approximately 52 

kilometres west of Sydney CBD. It caters for K-6 children and has an enrolment of 274 

students - 43% from a Language Background Other than English (mainly Pacific Island 

backgrounds) and 19% Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) background. The School 

receives Resource Allocation Model (RAM) fundingiv and National Partnerships Low SES 

funding (NP)v. These funds have been used by the school to offer a number of innovative 

arts-based programs to support Pacific Islander and Aboriginal children and literacy and 

numeracy programs for all children with specific learning needs. 

 

Waratah Public School 

Waratah Public School is a large (24 classes) primary school located in Sydney’s outer 

western suburbs. The school is in the Blacktown Local Government Area. Based on the most 

recent published census data (2011) this LGA had 42.4% of its population born overseas, 

with 37% speaking a language other than English at home. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people constitute 2.7% of the LGA. In 2014, student enrolment at the school was 468 

students. Aboriginal students were 16.3% of student enrolments with 47% of students from a 

language background other than English. Two English as an Additional Language or Dialect 

(EAL/D) teachers were employed five days per week to support newly arrived students and 

those who have limited exposure to English.  

 

Some of the issues to be expected in complex multicultural classrooms in participating 

schools are reflected in Table 1. Details supplied from Erehwon, Eamou and Waratah Public 

Schools, show the percentage of Aboriginal students, the grade levels in each school that 
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participated in the study, the main birth countries of people in the surrounding suburbs and 

the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA)vi for each school. All three 

schools are deemed to be located in areas below the national average level of educational 

advantage. It must be emphasised that the ICSEA Index, being partially based on the SES 

status and backgrounds of surrounding suburbs, has no bearing on the quality of the staff, 

school facilities or teaching programs at the schools. 

 

Table 1:  Schools and contexts 
 

School Percentage 
Indigenous 
enrolment 

Grades in 
this 
study 

Main 
countries of 
birth other 
than 
Australia in 
school area   

ICSEA index 
Average = 
1000 

Erehwon 21% students;  
three staff of 
ATSI 
background. 

Two Grade 3 
classes 

New Zealand 
England  
Samoa  
Egypt  
Tonga (ABS) 

842 

Eamou 19% students; 
a full time 
AEO position, 
one AEW 
position and 
two 
classroom 
teachers 
identify as 
Aboriginal. 

Grade 2 and 
Grade 4 
classes 

New Zealand  
Samoa  
England  
Philippines  
Tonga  

859 

Waratah 16.3% 
students; 
three teachers 
who identify 
as Aboriginal 
and two 
teachers under 
the 
Aboriginal 
scholarship 
Program. 

28 students, 1 
teacher and 
two AEOs 
and a Grade 
5/6 composite 
class.  
 

Philippines  
India  
Fiji  
New Zealand  
England  

896 
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The Project 
 

Research into the learning success of students from migrant, refugee and Aboriginal 

backgrounds is typically carried out as if these are three separate groups. In what we are 

defining as ‘complex multicultural classrooms’ all of these children learn within the one 

classroom and appropriate pedagogies need to be developed to enhance the learning of all 

students.  The overall project, Building on Children’s Linguistic Repertoires to Enrich 

English Learning, took place in four schools in Sydney, NSW in 2015. The project was 

supported by a partnership that included the NSW Department of Education Equity, Learning 

and Leadership section and the Aboriginal Education and Community Engagement Unit.  

 

This report focuses on the three of the schools that included both high Aboriginal enrolments 

and high proportion of students from refugee and migrant backgrounds.  Aboriginal staff at 

each school actively participated in many aspects of the overall project and also came 

together as a group in three Professional Learning Days to offer uniquely Aboriginal 

perspectives on how students experienced and responded to the language mapping, focus 

groups and pedagogies based on students’ everyday language practices in their respective 

schools.  

 
Research Questions 

 

The main research question: ‘How can children’s everyday language practices be mapped 

onto the curriculum to enhance learning outcomes for all children?’ was asked of all 

participating children in general, and Aboriginal children’s learning in particular.  

 

The Project Aims 

 
Aim 1: Map the everyday language practices of students in complex multilingual, culturally 

diverse classrooms 

Aim 2: Develop pedagogies based on students’ everyday language practices – as recorded in 

the maps – to address English curriculum outcomes 
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Aim 3: Evaluate the impact of the processes of the mapping and pedagogical developments 

on student learning across the curriculum in complex linguistically and culturally diverse 

classrooms 

 
Aboriginal Education Officers 

 

The professional roles of Aboriginal Education Officers (AEOs) are officially designated by 

NSW Department of Education as ‘school administrative and support (SASS) roles’. AEOs 

are employed in schools where significant numbers of Aboriginal students are enrolled. They 

are required to work closely with teachers to develop culturally appropriate resources and 

programs, assist Aboriginal students and keep the Aboriginal community informed of 

students’ progress and school events. 

 

As senior Aboriginal women, the AEOs share in their personal lives and histories and the 

many complexities of personal, family and cultural obligations that intersect with their 

professional lives in a different way from mainstream teachers. Concepts like ‘culturally 

appropriate’ and ‘the Aboriginal community’ are far from simple. Schools are complex 

places for Aboriginal Education Officers in the light of the history of colonisation, 

marginalisation, loss of Aboriginal languages and removal from place.  

 

AEOs from each school were involved in the project in parallel and intersecting processes to 

the main research. The AEOs participated in three separate professional development 

workshops where, as is customary in Aboriginal contexts, they explicitly identified their 

speaking positions by sharing their own backgrounds and perspectives on the language 

mapping project and the English curriculum. Audio files of these workshops were transcribed 

and form the basis for the first three chapters of this report. 

 

Ethical procedures 

 

The AEOs who participated in this research expressed a wish to be identified. They are 

acknowledged by name and also by their Aboriginal affiliations to country, family, and 

language group, to respectfully acknowledge the knowledge they shared in this research 
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project. The names of the schools are protected by pseudonyms as are the names of the 

children in this report.  

 

Research sites 

  

As a ‘pathologized place’ (Valentine 1993) Mt Druitt and surrounding suburbs have for 

decades occupied a space in the public imaginary as ‘The Road to Nowhere’ (Gannon, 

2009vii), the epitome of hopelessness and social dysfunction. In 2015, the year that the 

Linguistic Repertoires project took place, this public image of Sydney’s western suburbs was 

reinscribed by the SBS documentary Struggle Street (SBS)viii. The people and schools in these 

communities battle against such representations. A review of recent interventions in relation 

to ‘Closing the Gap’ noted the predominance of deficit constructions and proposed that 

strength and resilience are as significant as inequity and disadvantage (Bowes & Grace 2014). 

It is only by entering into their worlds that the strength and resilience of Aboriginal cultures 

can be appreciated (Somerville in Woodrow et al, 2016). The many programs that schools 

offer to support Aboriginal students are summarised in Table 2 below.  

 
 Table 2: Aboriginal programs at each school 

 
School  Department 

Aboriginal programs 
& PD 

Networks 
and 
opportunities 

Distinctive features 

Erewhon 
PS:  
 
160 
students 

Aboriginal AEOs 
Staff PD: Aboriginal 
Education; 
Aboriginal Cultural 
Appreciation; 
Training for 
community workers 
(Healing 
Generational 
Trauma); 
Student programs:  
Norta Norta program 
Sista Speak 

AECG 
Luxford 
learning 
Community  
AEO liaises 
with local 
community  
 

Aboriginal English Lessons. 
An Aboriginal English 
program has been 
implemented with all K-6 
classes. Outcomes include: 
improvement in students’ 
understanding of the existing 
rich and complex Aboriginal 
culture; increased ability for 
Aboriginal students to code 
switch between their first 
home language and Standard 
Australian English; 
and increased teacher capacity 
in meeting the language needs 
of all students within their 
class. 
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Table 2 continued 

 
 

School  Department 
Aboriginal 
programs & PD 

Networks 
and 
opportunities 

Distinctive features 

Eamou PS:  
 
270 students 
 

Aboriginal 
Assistant Principal 
AEO  
Staff PD: 
Educational 
Leadership 
Conference; 
Aboriginal 
Education; Equity 
Student programs: 
Norta Norta ; 
Sista Speak; 
8 ways; 
Special Aboriginal 
daysix. All students 
learn about 
Aboriginal culture; 
Aboriginal English 
with Erewhon  

Playgroup 
and 
transition 
program 
School 
Mission 
Australia 
and Yenu 
Allowah  
Aboriginal 
and Family 
Centre  
Song Room 
Deadly Arts  
program. 

Dance groups represented the 
school at the Public Education 
concert at Westfield Mount 
Druitt in Public Education 
Week. K-2 students, 3-6 Girls 
and Boys Aboriginal dance 
groups, public performances 
for parents, carers, staff, 
students and community at 
Bowmen Hall Blacktown.  

Waratah PS:  
 
76 
Aboriginal 
students 
 
Aboriginal  
support 
teacher K-2  
 
AEO and 
AEW 

Priority School 
Programx,  
Staff PD: Local 
Schools Local 
Decisions; Great 
Teaching Inspired 
Learning; Every 
Student Every 
School; Aboriginal 
Education and the 
Australian 
Curriculum 
Students:  
Write It Right  
Norta Norta 

Ngallu Wal 
Aboriginal 
Child and 
Family 
Centre 

Aboriginal Education learning 
hub 
PLP meetings (parenting) 
Homework club for ATSI 
students 
‘Koori Time’ once a week 
during lunch time. Each stage 
allocated a school term and 
ATSI students invited a non-
indigenous student to share in 
a variety of art making and 
story-telling experiences. 
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Chapter outlines 

 
Chapter 1 introduces the larger project, Building on Children’s Linguistic Repertoires to 

Enrich Learning. Four Aboriginal Education Officers from three of the four schools took part 

in this project. The chapter describes the schools, the aims and research design of the larger 

project and the role Aboriginal Education Officers played.  

 

Chapter 2 describes and analyses transcripts from the AEOs first professional learning 

workshop (Professional Development Day1) when the project and methods were introduced 

to the AEOs. Using the methods of the project they constructed maps of their language 

practices on A3 sheets of paper using textas and coloured pencils and introduced themselves 

using their maps. We discussed how they might participate in the language mapping project.  

 

Chapter 3 reports on Professional Development Day 2 when the AEOs reviewed and 

analysed the language maps made by Aboriginal children from each of the participating 

schools. They discussed the use of Aboriginal English and their roles as Aboriginal education 

workers in mainstream schools.  

 

Chapter 4 is based on the analysis of focus group conversations with the children from the 

two participating classes in Erehwon school and profiles the story of a single Aboriginal child. 

The focus groups are analysed from the perspective of how children spontaneously address 

issues of Aboriginal English in a school with a long term ongoing program.  

 

Chapter 5  is based on discussions from PD Days 2 and 3 about the language work that the 

Aboriginal Education Officers are engaged in in their schools and discussions of their 

position in relation to the Department of Education and their multiple roles in community and 

schools. 

 

 Chapter 6 includes a further analysis of the parallel language work of the AEOs and their 

reflections on their approaches to teaching and learning in this work. Their responses to their 

participation in the language mapping project is presented and their comments on the 

outcomes of the project for the children in their schools.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

AEO LANGUAGE MAPS AND THEIR PROJECT OBJECTIVES 

 
Introduction 
 
This chapter is based on transcripts of the discussion from the AEO Professional Learning 

Day 1 and the language maps the AEOs made on that day. The agenda for this day is 

included at Appendix 1. The AEOs drew maps of their everyday language practice on A3 

sheets of paper using textas and coloured pencils and then introduced themselves using their 

language maps, which are included below. They then guided a discussion of future plans for 

their participation in the project. 

 

The first AEO Professional Development Day took place two months into the project, in May 

2015. Lead researcher Professor Margaret Somerville introduced herself in terms of her 

experiences with Aboriginal people and outlined how the day might proceed, requested 

informed consent and offered a guideline about intellectual property issues and protocols. Dr 

Jacqui D’Warte introduced herself and then the AEOs were invited to introduce themselves 

briefly. Permission was sought and given to audio record these brief introductions (see 

transcript below). After a brief report by the UWS researchers on two similar projects, 

Margaret Somerville introduced a mapping activity by introducing a possum skin cloak made 

by contemporary Yorta Yorta artist Treahna Hammxi, as an example of the ways that 

Aboriginal mapping of language and country has been practised from traditional to 

contemporary times. 

 

Traditional mapping on possum skin cloaks - sharing 

We talked about how possum skin cloaks were made and worn by Aboriginal people in the 

colder parts of Australia until the turn of the nineteenth century. They were made from up to 

a hundred tanned possum skins with the designs of country with their clan and tribal 

connections mapped on the inner surface of the skins. When worn in ceremony they were 

read as a sign of identity in country and language. Women used the possum skin cloaks by 

day as a covering across their backs and shoulders and by night as a blanket. They were also 

used as a sling to carry their babies when walking through country. People were buried with 

their cloaks which is why so few remain today. By the middle of the 20th century only five 
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were known to remain in the world, two in the Museum of Victoria museum where a group of 

Aboriginal women artists began the process of remaking possum skin cloaks. One of these 

artists Treahna Hamm worked with Margaret on a project about water in the Murray Darling 

Basin and during an intense period in their work together, Treahna made this baby possum 

skin cloak for Margaret’s granddaughter who was at risk of dying.  

 

 
 

Figure 1: Map of possum skin cloak 
 

The women felt the fur on the outside soft and warm and examined the intensity of colour 

and symbol mapped on the inside. They read its story of the birth of river and baby, the 

ancestor birds, the leaf growth of new life, and a nurturing breast. Around the baby space at 

the top and all down each side the white river curves and bends, surrounded by patches of 

patterns of all the different countries around the river. In and out of the river winds the 

rainbow serpent of creation. Inspired by the possum cloak the women made their own very 

distinctive and unique maps of country.  

 

Each participant, including the researchers, drew a map of their everyday language practices, 

then everyone was invited to discuss their maps with the AEOs leading the discussion.  

After lunch, the AEOs themselves were invited to lead discussion on future plans about how 

they would like to be involved in the project and what part they wished to play.  
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Below are transcripts of introductions, maps and explanations by the participants. 
 
Sandra’s introduction 

I’m Sandra Hickey, I come from Brungle. Brungle is a mission between Gundagai and 
Tumut on the Snowy Mountain Road, that’s Ngunawal country down there. We don’t 
have our language; it was one of the languages that were forbidden to be used. We do 
speak Aboriginal English. That’d be the main language that we would communicate 
with. Other than that they’re looking at rebuilding the Ngunawal language but, because 
we don’t have fluent speakers of that anymore, a lot of the language has been lost.  

 
Tracey’s introduction 

Hi my name’s Tracey Lee, I originate from Cairns, Queensland. Mum was born in 
Mapoon, a little Aboriginal community outside Weipa, Dad’s born Cairns, my great 
grandfather is a Nyawaygi man from Ingham and I come under that which is my 
father’s mob and yep that’s me, okay?  

 
Narelle’s introduction 

Hi my name’s Narelle Trist, nee Pittman. I originate from Brewarrina in Murrawarri 
country, come down from the country in the 70s. My mother is a Murrawarri woman, 
my father’s a Dharug descendant but my mum’s father is from Queensland, born on the 
Diamantina River.  My grandmother is from Angledool, not sure of the language but I 
do know that the majority of the Murrawarri language is wiped out because it was not 
allowed to be spoken and so therefore a lot of our elders never really spoke it, okay 
thank you.  

 
Daphne’s introduction 

Hello my name is Daphne Bell.  My dad is a Ngunawal man and my mum is a 
Wiradjuri woman. The Ngunawal are from Yass or Canberra all the way down to 
Tumut and Brungle area like Sandra has said beforehand. My mum is Wiradjuri and 
Wiradjuri is a big clan.  

 
In these brief introductions there is a pattern of strong personal identification with traditional 

country, family and language although for most of the participants their traditional language 

has been lost in the process of colonisation. 
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Language maps 

Sandra Hickey 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Sandra Hickey language map from PD Day 1 
 

Hi I’m Sandra Hickey, I’m talking about the map that I have drawn. I’ll start off with 
two places, Yass which is where my mother grew up and lived, and Brungle Mission 
which is where my father grew up and lived. The tree that I’ve done joins, and our lives 
branch out into the areas - we went to Ashcroft during the integration period but we 
lived in Redfern, Erskineville and St Peter’s – that was more medical stuff really.  And 
then we finally moved to Mount Druitt but I lived at Bidwill and then finally Dharruk.  
The picture down the bottom is of the mission that I grew up on, our mission was 
established in 1866; our school was established in 1868 and our cemetery was 1860. 
Our cemetery are all people from Brungle – there’s no one else that didn’t live on 
Brungle that’s in that mission and we belong to the Ngunawal tribe. The leaves on the  
tree are all my family members, the family on the highest of the branches is my family 
in Sydney, the one on the bottom branches are my family still in Yass and Brungle. The 
yellow and blue represents the school I work at.  

 
The language of the Ngunawal people and parts of the Wiradjuri people are lost 
languages; the Wiradjuri are actually rebuilding their language and finding it and 
starting to rejuvenate the language there. The Ngunawal still have a little bit of an issue 
finding the language because we don’t have anyone that speaks the Ngunawal language 
fluently anymore to be able to establish full – you know sentences or paragraphs or 
things like that  – so there’s only a bit of that language left whereas there’s more of the  
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Wiradjuri which they’re able to establish a lot better. We speak a lot of Aboriginal 
English down around the mission areas and in town at Tumut. We communicate in 
Aboriginal English and that’s from Brungle to Canberra to Wagga Wagga, Leeton, 
Young – all those places down that way we speak Aboriginal English. Our totem is the 
red bellied black snake. 

 
Narelle Trist 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Narelle Trist language map from PD Day 1 
 

Hi my name’s Narelle Trist, my story starts from Brewarrina, I was actually born in 
Brewarrina, Murrawarri country. My parents brought us down to Mount Druitt in early 
1970s for a better education for the future, for their children, my parents did.  We came 
down on the old steam train from Brewarrina all the way down to Penrith which from 
there we caught a taxi out to Mount Druitt, to the first five-bedroom home in Mount 
Druitt. From there we attended Dawson Public School; then we went to Mount Druitt 
High School which is Chifley College, Mount Druitt Campus from 2000. I moved out 
of home when I finished year 12 in 1978. I was married 1980 in Mount Druitt, I settled 
in Hillsdale then we went to Campbelltown but we all come back to Mount Druitt 
because all our family’s there. My mum lived in Mount Druitt so we came back here. 
The green represents life, the red represents the red dust, brown represents the earth and 
the green on the mountains but also the sun. We cannot grow - plant nor human being -  
without sunlight as it holds the most important thing, vitamin D in sunlight to help you 
grow.    
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And the language – my language is Murrawarri which a lot of it is lost, but I went home 
to Brewarrina a few years ago, and they’re working on the language in Brewarrina 
Public School.   

 
Daphne Bell 

 

 
 

Figure 4: Daphne Bell language map from PD Day 1 
 

Hi my name is Daphne Bell. I'm here today with these beautiful ladies talking about my 
language map.  My dad is a Ngunawal man from Yass, my mum is a Wiradjuri woman. 
My Nanna Lucy, which is my Dad’s Mum, is from Nowra and I have family at Wreck 
Bay as well.  All those connections are shown on my map. The arrows represent the 
movement that we do to visit home and country and to connect with each other and also 
connect our young ones with our families because they don’t have any knowledge of 
family connections; and to try to keep country, language, knowledge and people so they 
know who their cousins and rellos are, so we don’t have inter-marriages. It's good to 
know who you are, where you're from and what's your mob.  I do three sets of hands on 
my map. The red ones are my mum who is the elder of my intimate family, myself and 
my children. My brother Ricky is the eldest uncle in that family and he's another elder, 
and there's my hands being the mother and these are the hands of protection for the 
children. Three hospitals within the Sydney region are where my children were born, I 
do have one boy and three girls and also I live in a community in Western Sydney. My 
connection with my community is through my school where  I work. 
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All the feeder schools around there  network and connect. I live in my community, and 
the reason why the schools  are involved is because they are our feeder schools and our 
connection to our community as well as our young ones today; if you know the families 
and you're close to the families you have that. I have that stability around the 
community and with the kids in the school. But yeah well that’s my map.  

 
Tracy Lee 
 

 
 

Figure 5: Tracy Lee language map from PD Day 1 
 

Hi my name’s Tracey Lee. I’m starting off on my map with my mother – my mum 
coming from Weipa, born in Mapoon. What am I going to do from there? I’m going 
down to my grandmother who was born in a little Aboriginal community called 
Yarrabah Mission. Dad resides in Cairns, I’m going over to Nyawaygi which is my 
Dad’s grandfather born in Ingham. He moved to Cairns where he met my grandmother– 
and they started their family off. We lived in Cairns – obviously I didn’t do that – lived 
in Cairns with mum and dad until mum and dad went their own separate ways, and 
mum moved the family to Sydney.  From Sydney we ended up at Doonside and we’ve 
lived there for 35 years.  
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The arrows symbolise where it starts with my mother and where she was born, coming 
down to where my father and my grandmother, and then over to where my dad’s father 
where he was born, which actually should have been the other way around and then 
from that point then we were – all moved to Sydney, and then from Sydney to 
Doonside, and then that’s where we’ve resided ever since. This here comes down into 
Doonside and – our little houses and what-not and schooling and all these sort of things 
that we have in Doonside.  

 
Summary comments on map analysis 

The language maps and interpretations produced by the AEOs encapsulate many of the 

principles of spatial content analysis as outlined in the main project report, enabling the 

participants to represent uniquely individual, but also characteristically Aboriginal 

perspectives, on how country, family and language have influenced their personal and 

professional histories. Valuing these rich and diverse surviving cultural resources has brought 

them to their current respected positions of relative power and heavy responsibility as brokers 

between the public school system and a world of Aboriginal difference.   

 

Project objectives 

 
In the final part of the first workshop, the AEOs set broad aims for the future of their work 

and some specific objectives for participating in the linguistic repertoires project. 

 
What do you want to get out of the project?  

• To track the languages on a world map with black string 

• To invite people from other cultures to talk about how they speak English and see about 

how it connects to Aboriginal English   

• To achieve a good understanding between parents, teachers and students and 

community 

• Achieve respect in the schools for children's language practices.  

• The school also needs to be able to recognise that these kids have two languages, to 

recognise the language base the kids have and find other ways to differentiate your 

program to accommodate these kids. 

• At the end of the day what we really need is everybody to have a good understanding of 

other people. 
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Focus on language 

• The stories alone, they're all from different parts. 

• Even though we’re all different people, we all speak Aboriginal English. 

• We all understand each other, body language, facial language, tones - because a lot of 

that is language, sign language. 

• Discrimination against Aboriginal English:  if these kids can speak it outside school but 

they're not allowed to speak it in school, what does this say for our kids? You’ve got 

other nationalities that come in and speak in broken English but we’re corrected. 

• Our own tongue is broken, our own language. 

 

What would you like to produce from the project? 

• Principles for resources 

• Resources so teachers can actually pick it up and say, ‘oh okay’, and they’ve got the 

way to do it 

• An understanding about how to talk to the kids about the languages; how to get the kids 

to do a language map; go through that with them and talk about it; model your own on 

the board  

 

Summary conclusion 
 

The language mapping process that the AEOs undertook on their first professional learning 

day introduced them to the approaches used in the larger project. The maps they produced 

were outstanding in their aesthetic and spatial qualities evoking the symbolism and spatial 

mapping of Aboriginal art. The mapping provided them with potential teaching and learning 

tools for future use and deeper insight into the children’s mapping processes. It also 

generated much exciting discussion about Aboriginal culture, identity and the role and nature 

of language: 

My perception of language is a way of understanding – it’s location, it’s identity, it’s 
understanding – it’s being able to communicate with your friends where we all come 
together and we all have a sound understanding, if not knowledge, of each other’s 
cultural backgrounds and awareness of one another’s sensitivities (Sandra Hickey). 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

AEO ANALYSIS OF ABORIGINAL CHILDREN’S LANGUAGE MAPS 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The second Professional Learning Day took place midway through the main project. The 

purpose of this day was to introduce the Aboriginal Education Officers to the processes of 

analysis and to collaboratively analyse the language maps produced by Aboriginal children 

from each of their schools. They talked about their general involvement in Aboriginal 

language activities in their schools and their relationship to the school’s teaching and learning 

approaches. These conversations were recorded and transcribed and extracts are included in 

the chapter below. 

 

The chapter is structured around the analysis of the children’s maps, which includes many 

conversations about language in general, and about Aboriginal languages and dialects of 

standard English in particular. The quotes and ideas are taken from multiple transcripts of 

their analysis of the language maps and from a more general discussion about their 

involvement in language and cultural activities in their schools. The second section of the 

chapter identifies the main themes that emerged from the AEO discussion of their cultural 

and language activities in their schools and the chapter concludes with a summary of the 

ideas that came up from the second professional learning day.  

 

General overview of all language maps 

 

The first part of the process of collaborative analysis was to review all of the language maps 

that the children had produced and to record the conversations as the AEOs made sense of 

these maps. The following categories are developed from these conversations with quotes to 

illustrate each of the categories.  
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Language as cultural identity 

For the Aboriginal Education Officers language use, as represented in the maps was both a 

marker and a mediator of cultural identity.  

 
We encourage our children to be proud of who you are, what you are, no one’s better 
than you, you’re just as good if not better.  
 
You’ve got your own world at home where you’re just yourselves; then you have to go 
to a white man’s education and that’s a different language altogether. Then we come up 
into high school; that’s a different language again, then we go out into multi-cultural 
society that’s another language again – that’s another world. So Aboriginal people 
basically live four worlds at all times. That is why an Aboriginal person is able to adjust 
to today’s society and a non-Aboriginal person finds it hard to adjust. 

 
And also to do with their different languages from their cultural backgrounds with their 
Aboriginality the other side may be Tonga or whatever, but also from different places 
where they’ve sort of been. To Queensland, Blacktown wherever, other places, they’ve 
also brought the languages from other places where they’ve been as well, where they 
probably lived and stayed and came from. But they’re very proud of both of their 
cultures there and they show that strength.  That their knowledge of both of those 
cultures have sort of brought them together. 
 
I think they’re very proud of themselves actually [in relation to particular map]. They 
know who they are. When kids know who they are they know to tell people. And are 
able to identify the different types of language that we use in different areas.  They’ve 
got a lot of self-pride and self-respect in them. Communicationists: they know how to 
use their communication skills. 
 

 
Language as multimodal practice 

In noticing how ‘busy’ the children’s lives are as depicted in their language maps, the 

Aboriginal Education Officers linked the multiple dimensions of children’s everyday 

activities with the multiplicity of their language knowledge and practices. 

 
Number 50, for example, you have a look – very, very, very colourful.  It says where 
this child was born, at Fairfield Hospital.  They’re into technology.  They appreciate 
peace and language.  I feel this child who did number 50 has a lot of harmony because 
she’s got a lot of pastel rainbow-like colours, and it’s similar to number 51.  Fifty-one 
has got very colourful colours like the rainbow colours.  
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I’ve noticed on Map 131 you look up and he’s got his title and he’s got his language 
and his country of origin above his head but you look around and he’s pointed out his 
life; he’s got Chinese, sign language, Tongan, English - at the end of the day this young 
man’s very, very busy and he’s on a boat. He’s standing on a boat like a canoe. He’s 
travelled by boat. And then 104 well this little fella is very busy; they do basketball, 
rugby and like speaking in like church because they have to – they speak at church, 
they have to sing, like their choirs and everything.  
 
Map 137 is a very, very busy little person this person; this little person has come out – 
was a very introverted little child with a lot of learning difficulties – he’s come out of 
his shell a bit more through his drawings and he actually smiles and he communicates 
better now [in his map]. 
 
These children are very busy like we’ve got music. Nearly every one of these students 
have technology one way or another in their house except for when we move along 
there’s another – up a bit further – there’s one little student there – there’s no 
technology whatsoever in her house. 
 
I’m pretty much the same with the colours and that they really do stand out. I’m 
amazed as to how these kids – I mean they have a lot more these days than what we did 
in our day – just by looking at their maps you know the football, the sports, the 
technology and that side of it. Social life. Opportunities that we never had as kids –  
you know for us it was on a farm running through cane fields, swimming in the dam 
and – but yeah these maps are really, really good. For me it was going home sneaking 
down the river for a dip on a 40 degree day and still cop it. I look at them and I can 
relate in on one way or another like as a child myself growing up.  
 
These maps are better than my map I did. We didn’t have a phone; we didn’t have a TV. 
There was no technology, we had the basics. When you come off the riverbank there’s 
no electricity, and you go onto a reserve, mission where they’ve got electricity but 
you’ve got to pay 10 cents for the electricity to work.  
 
What this group of kids did is they were able to talk about the different languages that 
they used. I mean this kid talks about his Pig Latin, his football language - all the other 
languages that he uses in the day. I think they’re able to identify what languages they’re 
actually speaking in. 
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Map 61 is very colourful. The family of seven. They go skateboarding, they’ve got 
technology. He’s let us know he’s from the Philippines, Phillo. Then you’ve got the 
others that let us know they’re Tongan – Samoa Bro., Africa and Kenya, Dinka, 
Nairobi. And they even talk the Pig Latin; he’s got Pig Latin there. Yes, we’ve also got 
Spanish. It’s a mixture of everything. Sudan. But you know what, the whole family 
does sport, they’re very active, they’re very busy, busy, busy, busy. All our children are 
busy. Every single one of them.  Have a look. They’re all busy. They’re all doing 
something. 

 
So, these children are into this kind of stuff, like they’ve done their research, they’ve 
done really well. They’ve gone with the pastel colours because they know the pastel 
colours will let their writing stand out. Like you take note, they’re not normal – white 
background – they fill the page, they’ve filled it, and they felt more comfortable by 
doing what they did.   

 
Language as social and affective 

 
The Aboriginal Education Officers read the children’s maps from the perspective of language 

as social and effective. They noted the use of bright colours as signifying happiness and 

social connection and demonstrated concern if they read a map as indicating a child being sad, 

lonely or isolated.  

 
But can I just say that all of the language maps are very colourful, like all the ladies 
were saying, they all described the children’s moods they're in, they describe their pride, 
they also describe them as a little person themselves, that their self-esteem and that 
they're happy with themselves.  
 
Can I just say, they're all colourful, don’t get me wrong, they’ve mentioned everything, 
all their English speaking backgrounds, their language backgrounds, their home lives 
and what they do with their friends. 
 
And quiet, depending I suppose on what nan’s doing and how she’s able to, she 
identifies where she’s more likely to speak I think, and more likely to be a lot louder 
than other kids, whereas there are places where she’s not probably, I don’t know 
whether she’s as confident, because she’s quiet at school it makes me think that maybe 
the confidence isn't there in the school, but she’s quite loud out on the playground.  So 
maybe in the classroom she’s not as confident as what she is in these other places 
where she is loud. At uncle’s she seems very, very quiet but maybe uncle’s got other 
rules there –  that you have to be quiet. 
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Yeah because some houses you do have rules like that. So hers  – I was a bit concerned 
about only because of the loudness everywhere else bar at school – so is the confidence 
there in school, or is she one of these kids that sits back and lets everyone else answer 
the questions, and not one of the kids who participates? 
 
I'm a bit concerned too – because see your Map 143 – she might be a quiet child, but 
I'm very concerned that she’s an introverted child. She shouldn’t be so introverted in a 
classroom, like really to me, if she’s going to be quiet, she’s a quiet student anyway 
okay, but what are you going to do when she starts going quiet out there because that 
rings a bell, she only sees love down here.  She only sees love in one place, that to me 
is a concern. 
 
They’re all social, we have all these little social butterflies. That’s who they are and I 
mean they know that; they can identify that in themselves and that’s how they’re 
expressing who they are by and they’re a lot more expressive. 
 
I know that by looking at the faces on this picture – all the bright colours that he’s 
showing here and he’s got similar shapes that represent everything in his life. 
Belonging – yeah like a home, school and all that sort of security stuff –  that’s what 
it’s given me and all the bright colours are telling me he’s that. Security has brought 
him out. Security – he’s a happy little fella. He is now – used to be one very sad little 
boy but he’s come right out and he’s happy now. 
  
 

Language as a measure of child maturity 

 
Another reading the children’s maps was to identify the progression from the earlier Year 2 

and 3 maps to the later Year 5/6. The AEOs analysis found that as children became more 

mature, their language maps become more complex, detailed and in-depth with increasing 

awareness of the relationship between language and cultural identity.  

 
 
Again five six, they’ve moved up the ante again. The ante has been upped, not only in 
colour but in language. Like Aunty Daph said, the language is more straightforward, 
spelt a bit better than the lower grades, which they should be anyway, but you could tell  
the language itself stands out more, very colourful. Certain letters and certain things are 
put in a bolder colour to stand out; more range of nationalities: Philippines, Tongan, 
Africa: Kenya, Dinka, Nairobi, Spanish, Sudan, Pig Latin. 
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I just think they’re a lot more in-depth and tell us a lot more about the kids and where 
they’re from and how they’re content within the languages they’re using, and they’re 
quite clever with all the languages they use, actually and they’re able to identify all 
those languages that are within just their own families. It’s more detailed because they 
are older, five and six, it shows that these students know more.  
 
Map 52, 60 and 61, I think the older students are more aware, probably of their cultural 
influences, and these three maps identify that their cultural heritage is equally as 
important throughout their maps. In each and every one of these, if you have a good 
look, you know where the child’s from, and you have a good understanding of their 
family backgrounds. If you’re really in touch with your students and your inner self, 
you’ll understand all these children’s backgrounds, their cultural backgrounds and their 
needs, so it just shows you what a Year 4 person knows and can demonstrate what they 
know and what influences their language up to Year 5/6. 
 
What’s taken my fancy in stage 3 particularly, map 52, 60 and 61, I think the older 
students are more aware, probably of their cultural influences, and these three maps 
identify that their cultural heritage is equally as important throughout their maps 
because they’re of equal size, as well, they’re trying to get that across. 
 
 

Categorisation and analysis of Aboriginal children’s language maps 

 
In this section the AEOs discuss the language maps that the Aboriginal children have 

produced and how they are clustering them into groups of similar maps. A typical map is then 

chosen from each of the groups and these are analysed in detail.  
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Category 1: Solid, proud and strong in their Aboriginality 

 

 
 

Figure 6:  Solid, proud and strong in their Aboriginality 
 

• Knows she is not on her own  
• Strong identity, know who she is and what she wants 
• An activist/content/the leaders 
• They are proud and they know who they are; solid mentally and emotionally  

 
There’s two students that are strongly identified as Aboriginal. I don't know how old 
this child is,  but he or she is already very content with who they are, they know who 
they are, they know where they're from, they know what they want. So to me it’d take a 
lot to knock that child down because she’s a very confident Aboriginal child already -
because of the earth colours she used. 
 
Parents have taught this child to be proud of who you are and what you are, no one's 
better than you.   
 
She knows she’s not on her own. That’s very loud and clear this solid one. She’s got it 
all up here. She’s going to have a fault here and there but she’s the type that you’d – I 
don’t know if I’m right, but from reading this – if you knock her down she’d get back 
up real feisty? 
 
I see that this young one will carry on from where we leave off because we’re getting 
older. We’re going to be passing soon so we need these young ones to keep carrying on 
this hard yakka that our Elders fought for in the beginning. 



 

   25 

 
[Having more Aboriginal people in schools] is making these kids proud of who they are. 
It’s not the shame factor. It is helping them understand who they are, understanding 
where they come from, their ground roots level and be proud of that.  Don’t be ashamed 
of who you are and where you’re going. It keeps them grounded. 
 
[These two maps say] we are loud and proud. Aboriginals want peace, Aboriginals need 
peace. They’re solid in their thoughts and emotions. If you’ve got them solid mentally 
and emotionally, takes a long time to knock them kids down because those kids will 
bounce back. And they’re going to be our leaders for Aboriginal people. 

 
Strong language understanding 
 

   
 

Figure 7: Strong language understanding 
 

• Busy, social butterflies 
• Know who they are  
• Identify different language/s used  
• Know how to communicate 

 
This one here I find it to be a little girl, a young girl, because she talks English, 
Aboriginal language as well, talks about her little baby there. Here’s a flag. It is an 
Australian flag so she’s also representing Australia as well. She’s looked at other 
languages, teacher language and her little family, her baby talk, Her world, that’s her 
world. Showing the love. This is her world. She’s just given out the whole world. This 
is me and this is my family and if you don’t like it too bad. 
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This is an Aboriginal child. She also uses the language of other things as well. The 
language at the dentist, the language just speaking to the doctor, how the language 
changes from there to speaking to the teacher, on the phone she uses a different 
language. Out making cakes, listening to Mum and Dad, making cakes, doing 
swimming, listening to the baby. She’s got a lot of language that’s she’s aware of in her 
whole life. So not just her language but a lot of other languages as well. English 
language is what she’s identified as her, she doesn’t identify any Aboriginal language 
or Aboriginal English but she’s only in second class so she wouldn’t really recognise 
the Aboriginal language yet. What I’m saying is this little one, they use it and probably 
don’t recognise it as a different language to English because they recognise it as an 
English language not Aboriginal English. 
 
That’s what they probably wouldn’t do there, and their dance practice. So she’s 
identified the different languages she can use from dance practice, to the Doctor, to 
music, to cake making, to the dentist, to the computer.  So she can identify all those 
languages that she uses but is unable to pick up on the Aboriginal English that she uses.  
I think she counts it as English. To her it’s just one language. 
 
That group I think they just all identify who they are and what difference, all that stuff 
that they have in their life.  What social thing they have in their life, they’re all social, 
we have all these little social butterflies, they are - have  more of a social life than we 
have. That’s who they are and I mean they know that,  can identify that in themselves 
and that’s how they’re expressing who they are by and they’re a lot more expressive. 
And I don’t think they understand the difference in English and Aboriginal English 
until it’s pointed out. Aboriginal English, it’s English as far as they’re concerned. 
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Multicultural input and courage  

   

 
 

Figure 8: Multicultural input and courage  
 

• Different languages and multiple cultures and the places they have been 
• They have bought the languages of where they have been 
• They show knowledge and strength about their cultures 
• Identify the people who impact on their language development and cultural 

background 
• Learning from others  
• Proud of both cultures and who they are as people, and both of these cultures come 

together to create who they are (represented by family: grandmother, grandfather, 
uncles, aunties) 

 
The Multicultural input and courage acknowledges the different cultures coming 
through. So they know that there’s more than just one culture impacting on their 
language that they’re using in different areas I guess. But they’re very proud of both of 
their cultures there and they show that strength.   
 
You need to acknowledge your other culture and I think it comes back to parents too 
because we’re teaching our kids. You need to have both cultures, all your cultures need 
to be weighed up and recognised and given full value as to your Aboriginal culture. If 
you’ve got an Aboriginal culture and you’ve got like I said the Dutch, it’s I just feel 
like you’re leaving out part of your life. That’s there, you want courage, courage. 
Multicultural input and courage, yeah. 

  



 

   28 

We've got Aboriginal students that are lonely with the other multicultural backgrounds 
which these children should be taught both cultural backgrounds are very rich, they 
shouldn't be lacking in any. A lot of little children do not know how to handle being 
called black, wog, dago, slap-head, slopey, children don't know how to handle that, 
they're not born ignorant, they're not born racist, they're shown. It's taught. 
 
Some of them are very proud of it, but also still stands out that they're still learning 
about it, especially the non-Aboriginal side. So if there's a breakdown in cultural 
matters, these students will have issues unless they are taught both and taught to be 
proud of both and who they are and what they are, where they're from and where 
they're going, how to get there.  These children can be very delicate mentally. Like 
Auntie Trace said, some of our babies have an identity crisis but they're still learning 
like I said, they're children, they don't understand it, do they? 
 
But then you also have probably these children who have got  one parent and that 
parent being non-Aboriginal that doesn't know how to,  to show these kids culture.  So 
that's probably where a breakdown might be happening here as well, can you see it? 
 
Acknowledges the different cultures coming through.  So they know that there’s more 
than just one culture impacting on their language that they’re using in different areas I 
guess.  
 
And also to do with their different languages from their cultural backgrounds with their 
Aboriginality the other side may be Tonga or whatever, but also from different places 
where they’ve sort of been. To Queensland, Blacktown wherever, other places, they’ve 
also brought the languages from other places where they’ve been as well, where they 
probably lived and stayed and came from. But they’re very proud of both of their 
cultures there and they show that strength. That their knowledge of both of those 
cultures have sort of brought them together. 
 
Yeah and they just, it impacts on what they’re doing. They identified grandma and 
different people who, grandad who have impacted on their language. From my Dad, 
understanding that there are not just one particular family that’s impacted on their 
language development but their cultural backgrounds across different areas and also 
where they are, where you’ve said, where they’ve lived. They’ve learnt from others. So 
there’s a lot of input from lots of different coming in they can see I believe, that has 
developed their understanding of their language map. 
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Emerging into understanding identity  

 

 
 

Figure 9: Emerging into understanding  identity 
 

• Basic not much detail 
• In the present still learning who they are and where they fit 
• Talking about the here and now 

 

Identity is something they’re still learning.  Have a look at it they’re only babies. 
They’re still on a learning curve for these things and finding out their identity and where 
their family fits, where they fit as a family.  

 
This one here it’s just got little information because of their age, they’re still learning. 
It’s not very informative on the ones that I’ve got because obviously younger kids 
they’re still learning about themselves. Identity is something they’re still learning. Have 
a look at it they’re only babies. Babies that’s it and just by the way their drawings, look 
at the drawings.  What have we got here English, I was born in Australia. Got a dad, got 
a sister. They’ve got all the basics. 
 
She’s got a dad, got a sister where’s her mother? Not unless that’s mum there, but not 
much in the written form. Yeah so there is a lot lacking. She speaks Aboriginal language 
with dad. 
They’re still on a learning curve for these things and finding out their identity and where 
their family fits, where they fit as a family. It’s hard I think they find out where they fit- 
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Where’s Mum?  Mum’s not present in this. Mum’s not even present in the start. I think 
this little person just knows who, where she is in this and who’s in her present family 
and what’s happening in her life at the moment. Yeah she’s, in the present form now 
this is what’s happening in her life at the moment and she’s still learning. So all of that 
would be that they’re all still learning who they are, where they fit. She’s in second 
class, but really she’s still learning all about her identity. That’s the Torres Strait 
Islander flag.  So she’s representing all three, Australia, Torres Strait Island and - That’s 
what we do at school because we raise all the three flags, they know their flags. But still 
that’s pretty good for a Year 2 student. 
It is excellent for, because you know what I mean it gives you your basics but it’s like 
Aunty Daph said, obviously she’s speaking about the here and now and the present and 
what’s happening and where she fits in her life. 

 
Summary conclusion 

The process that the Aboriginal Education Officers undertook to analyse the language maps 

was the same as the process with teachers, representatives of the Department and the research 

team. First they reviewed all of the maps generated by the Aboriginal identified children, then 

they grouped these maps into like clusters. Finally they selected a single map from each 

cluster to analyse in detail, noting its spatial arrangements and the symbols through which the 

children expressed their everyday language practice. This generated four sets of analytical 

responses to the children’s language maps, each of them completely different from the other.  

 

Their discussion in their overall review of all of the maps was expressed in terms of: 

language as culture and identity; language as multimodal practice; language as social and 

affective; and language as a measure of child maturity. It was difficult for the AEOs to group 

the maps because they were so fascinated by their reading of each and every one of them. 

When they did cluster them, their approach evolved around how the maps signified the 

child’s identification with their Aboriginal culture. They didn’t see this in any judgmental 

way but were wholly supportive of each and every child’s representation and positioning, 

revealing their developmental attitude to the Aboriginal children in their schools.  
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CHAPTER 4 

CHILDREN’S PERSPECTIVES ON ABORIGINAL ASPECTS OF LANGUAGE 

MAPPING PROJECT 

 
 

Introduction 

 
Chapter 4 focuses on the perspectives of children from eight focus groups in Grade 3, and an 

in-depth profile of a single Aboriginal child, from Erehwon Public School. The first section 

of the chapter analyses the transcripts from eight focus groups undertaken with children from 

two Grade 3 classes at Erehwon Public School. The second section of the chapter includes 

data from an interview with Jayden about his language map and extracts from discussions 

with teachers in which they spontaneously identified Jayden as showing remarkable 

improvement in his learning as a result of his participation in the language mapping project.  

 
Erehwon Public School focus groups 
 
As outlined in the introduction to this report, Erehwon Public School is located in a very poor 

area of western Sydney with high levels of disadvantage. It has 180 students, 21% of whom 

are Aboriginal and 42% from language backgrounds other than English, mainly from Tonga, 

Samoa and New Zealand. Influenced by the Aboriginal English program which Ms Sandra 

Hickey runs with all K-6 classes, the school has formally articulated objectives to:  

• Improve all children’s understanding of the rich and complex Aboriginal culture that 

exists;  

• Foster all Aboriginal students’ capacity to code switch between their first home 

language and Standard Australian English;  

• Increase teacher capacity in meeting the language needs of all students within their 

classes. 

 

Monolingual English speakers are a distinct minority in the focus groups. As shown in table 2 

below, students identified home language backgrounds of ‘New Zealand’, Cook Island, 

Maori, Eritrean, Aboriginal English, Samoan, Tongan, Turkish, American, Lebanese, Arabic, 

Spanish, Fijian and Dari. 
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Table 3: Languages identified in focus groups 
 

Focus 
group 
identifier 

Number 
of 
children 

Number of 
monolingual 
English 
speakers 

Languages spoken  

1 4 1 New Zealand, Cook Island, Maori, 
Eritrean, Aboriginal English 

2 5 1 Cook Island, Aboriginal, Samoan, New 
Zealand, Aboriginal English, Spanish 

3 4 2 Aboriginal, Tongan, Cook Islands 

4 6 1 
Turkish, American, Tongan, Samoan, 
Maori, Lebanese, Arabic, Aboriginal 
English, Spanish. 

5 3 1 Samoan, Aboriginal English, Australian 

6 6 1 Spanish, Samoan, Arabic, Chinese, 
Japanese, African, Tongan 

7 4 1 Aboriginal, Tongan, Samoan, Fijian, New 
Zealand, Cook Islands, 

8 5 0 Aboriginal, Australian, Afghanistan, 
Samoan 

 
Aboriginal language and identity 

 
Throughout the focus group, issues of Aboriginal language and identity were either explicitly 

stated or could be read from an Aboriginal perspective. For example, some explicit 

statements were: 

I usually talk Aboriginal. 
 
I have to use my Aboriginal English to my uncle because he’s a little bit deaf and he 
only understands some English and some Aboriginal English. 
 
 At football I have to use a loud and strong voice and at school I use a soft voice, and at 
home I use my Aboriginal English voice. 
 
I learn some [Aboriginal English] from uncle and my friends, they sometimes talk it 
and I don’t know what they mean but I just follow along. 
 
 [We] have Aboriginal English. 
  
I speak Aboriginal English because I'm a little bit Aboriginal. 
 
[I speak Aboriginal English with] my brothers because he's Aboriginal too and his 
house is full of Aboriginal people. 
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Q: Do you talk Aboriginal English at school? 

Sometimes. 
Q: You talk Aboriginal in Miss Hickey’s class don’t you? 

Yeah. 
Yep. Because my Mum’s [Aboriginal]. 
 
A. remembers where we did [Aboriginal English] last year – we still know the 
words.  Boonndi means stick - Boondi is sticks and bunda is kangaroos.  See, 
English and Aboriginal.  

  
Q: Yeah so do you speak Aboriginal English at home? 

Sometimes.   
Q: So you do it to your dad or your mum or your brothers and sisters? 

Dad.   
 
Q: And is it interesting going to an Aboriginal English class? 

I never went to one before but last [year] I went.  
  

 
Some less explicit statements could be read as coming from an Aboriginal perspective, for 

example: 

My dad knows some a bit. 
 
Sometimes I use good words so I don’t get in trouble for using bad words at school, so 
if I tell the teacher if I use bad words, then they have to send me to the Principal’s 
office. 
 
Sometimes I know Aboriginal words, because Miss Hickey teached me some 
Aboriginal words that I don’t know, and Aboriginal is kind of my thing, I like 
Aboriginal because it’s kind of fun to do with Miss Hickey. 
 
Nan teach me how to be good. 

 

Student comments revealed the contested nature of Aboriginal language use and their 

awareness of the loss of traditional Aboriginal languages: 

Well my mum wouldn’t let me speak Aboriginal… Because she doesn’t know what …, 
because actually because she never knows, my dad knows Tongan words. Because if 
she finds out I’ll be like in trouble, because she doesn’t understand (In this conversation 
it transpired that this child’s father is Aboriginal). 
 
I speak more [language words] but I don’t like - because they sound weird. 
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But we’re not allowed to speak our own language because it’s – because sometimes we 
get in trouble off the Government because we have to speak their language. 
 
I don't really know how to speak my language because, because I grew up in Australia. 

 
In the following conversation two students appear to be indicating the use of different 

Aboriginal language words in variants of Aboriginal English, and how to express family 

relationships: 

You speak different languages to me.  
Friends, cousins or like brothers from another mother. 
Just say brothers from another mother.  

 

The interviewer here draws out some of the traditional language words spoken in one 

student’s family:  

Q: Can you tell the recorder how you use languages with different people? 
They are (language words) and (language words). 
Q: So what do you use at home? 
Aboriginal. 
Q: So they’re different words that you use are they?  And who do you use them with? 
I can’t say it properly. My Mum says (language words). 
Q: Okay so where does the Aboriginal come into your family? 
I don’t know.  
The other Aboriginal student joins in below to clarify which family adult is Aboriginal. 
Q: Have you got any Aboriginal? 
Yes he got one. 
Q: And your step-dad is Tongan. 
No my step-Dad is not Tongan. He’s – I don’t know what country he is.  
Q: So your Dad is Aboriginal? 
Yep.  

 

In the next two passages, two students use an Aboriginal concept of ‘Country’ to reinforce 

their Aboriginality: 

Q: A., where would you go if you wanted to learn your Aboriginal language? 
To a different Country. 
Q: And where would that be? 
An Aboriginal Country.  
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The second student then indicates the cultural learning he has gained from grandparents and 

relations who live on country and seem to have passed on language, cultural and place 

knowledge to him: 

[My grandparents] speak Aboriginal and they always ask me … 
Q: So they must be very interested in you and your Aboriginal culture are they?  Do 
they tell you stories about Aboriginal culture or different places?   
Yes.   
Q: Where do they come from? 
Out north. Brewarrina and Walgett. 
 Q: So do you go to their Country ever? 
Yep.   
Q: Do you – have you been to the Aboriginal cave painting in Mount Gundabooka? 
Yep and sometimes my Uncles and Pop take me.   
Q: And do they tell you the stories? 
Yep. It’s a bit sad. 
(Later) 
Q: You know that noise you were making – can you make it into the recorder for me? 
Why? 
Q: Because it sounds like the way Aboriginal people make that noise when they’re 
dancing and singing. It’s an interesting noise isn’t it? It’s a bit like the didg? Are you 
shy now?  You only like to make it when the recorder is not on you?  

 
This same child then responded with a long story about the connection between language 

and Country: 

I have a mission. Brewarrina mission. 
I like to teach other peoples my language so then they know more about myself and 
more my family and where I came from. Some people doesn’t know where you live 
and where you were born and where’s your real Country. Even it’s your best friend. 
You like you tell your country – you like to say about your feelings and what about 
your country and things. And some people like other people’s Countries and they 
want to visit it. They want to know how you speak their Country’s so that’s why I like 
to help other people with my language. So some people like my language so they 
might like to visit it.   
Lots of people like each other’s Country and they might be some jealous – so you 
might ask them politely to ask some of their things and languages and how you write 
them. So that’s why I like to tell other peoples about my Country.   
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Multiple meanings of words 

 
The students use some key words in multiple ways, as in the example above of the word 

‘country’. Many of them use the word in its Standard Australian English sense to denote 

national or geographically specific places, vocabularies and grammar. In this school, however, 

because of the large proportion of Aboriginal students, the word ‘Country’ is also understood 

as the specific location and language group of their parents and forebears in Australia.  

 

The word ‘language’ is also used in multiple ways: linguistically, to denote national or ethnic 

languages, meta-linguistically to denote modes of expression such as talking, media, socially 

appropriate communication and dialects of English. It seems clear that the Aboriginal English 

classes, attended by all students at the school, have been influential in enabling understanding 

not only of Aboriginal English as a dialect, but in a meta-linguistic awareness of languages in 

general, by students. The concept of ‘code-switching’ as a metalinguistic category is implicit 

in many students’ descriptions of their language use and explicitly described by a few. 

 

Different languages 

 
The predominant awareness about language differences in each focus group was that there 

are many different languages used by people from different countries. 

 

One student, exceptionally aware and proficient in languages and their use, is familiar with 

several different languages used by her family with friends and relatives in different countries. 

She speaks Dari and English and is familiar with Japanese and Chinese. Explaining her use of 

English at school, she said: 

I use my language differently to other people’s because only people in [my country] 

knows my language and if I talk to other people that doesn’t know my country they 

won’t know what I’m even talking about.  So I only talk with my mum, … sometimes 

with my little brother and other people in Afghanistan I talk with. … My mum said that 

people that know Afghanistan speak English with them. They don’t know what you 

mean in Afghanistan.  If you say ‘hi’ they don’t know what you’re saying.  And some 

people already know how to speak English in Afghanistan, so some people I can talk 

English and my language with them. 

Many students habitually speak a language other than English at home. 
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Language loss 

 
While students made few explicit statements about language loss, this category was an 

underlying theme throughout the focus groups. Bilingual or multilingual proficiency was 

exceptional. Few children whose parents had migrated from other countries seemed to 

routinely translate for their non-English parents, but perhaps this is because they are so young. 

 
Q: Okay so your dad speaks Lebanese, and do you speak Lebanese to him?   

No.  All my aunties and uncles and that speak Lebanese to each other, but the little ones 
don’t know Lebanese so they speak English.  
   
I don't really know how to speak my language because, because I grew up in Australia 
Sometimes… [at home] Because I don't do that much … I know some, but I don't know 
much of Eritrean. 
 
Sometimes when I go to my friends … we play online and some people there are 
different languages because some people are Cook Islands, some people are Chinese 
and like some people are Aboriginal. And when I come home from my friends, and I 
tell my mum about games, she’s like, she doesn’t know what I mean because it’s a 
game and then I speak a different language because I’ve got friends online that speak 
different languages and they teach me to speak a different language. 
 
I spoke Samoan when I first came. 
 
I just speak Samoan when I came here as well. 
 
My grandparents speak New Zealand, Cook Island and Aboriginal, Tongan and Samoa. 
I can’t really understand them. Tongan words and the New Zealand words and the 
Aboriginal words except for the Samoan words. 
 

 
Mixing different languages/code switching 

 
These short quotes illustrate students’ ‘code-switching’ in moving between linguistically 

different languages and also using different socially situated language modes. 

 
Sometimes I mix it up. [two different languages]. 
 
We switched from one language to another language and we switched from football 
language to cooking language garden and all those things. 
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So code switching is about like I’m at football, I use a loud and strong voice and then 
when I come home I use a really softer voice because when I get home it’s normally 
when everybody’s sleeping so I have to use a soft voice. 
 
If I speak English and Samoan I get in trouble or I get a hiding. 
 

 
Dialects 

 
Students predominantly applied the concept of a dialect to variations on English. For example, 

one child’s comments and examples show awareness of different dialects of English as well 

as their use in different cultural contexts: 

My mum speaks Africa English because she doesn’t know much English about 
Australia so she talks a little bit of Australia English but she knows a lot of London 
English and American English.  
  
Well I use [Aboriginal English] at the park with my friends and my friends, as you 
know, they don’t quite understand English. So sometimes I have to use Aboriginal 
English talking to them. Sometimes I get left out when I’m at the park because 
sometimes my friends will be having a conversation in Aboriginal English but I won't 
know a bit of what they’re saying most of the time. What was good last year when I 
done Aboriginal English with Miss Hickey, because when it was my birthday, my 
mum’s friend brought their kid, and that’s why I’ve got some Aboriginal English 
friends, and that’s good, and now I know how to speak to them mostly all the time. 
I use my Cook Island English to my Pop because he doesn’t understand English. 

 
Different social settings  

 
The Aboriginal English class and their own multilingual social contexts have enabled these 

students to readily take up the idea of using different language registers for different social 

contexts.   

At football I have to use a loud and strong voice and at school I use a soft voice, and at 
home I use my Aboriginal English voice. 
 
When my older brother plays football he yells more, he yells at his team mates so they 
know what they need and so he yells at them in football language, like he yells at - like 
English but football language, so when he yells like ‘Run up boys’ or something like 
that means he wants to get a try or something. 
 
Sometimes I use good words so I don’t get in trouble for using bad words at school, so 
if I tell the teacher if I use bad words, then they have to send me to the Principal’s 
office. 
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When I'm at school I speak English and when I'm at home I speak Bosnian. 
sometimes people at school do not know my language, so I use English language at 
school. 
 
 

Summary  
 
The focus groups preceded the language mapping activity in order to increase students’ 

awareness of the complexity of their everyday language practices. The questions were quite 

challenging for students in Grade 3, but, because of the sophisticated understanding of 

language use developed through their Aboriginal English lessons with ‘Miss Hickey’, they 

were able to provide considerable insight into multiple and complex language use. A 

particular focus on their responses about Aboriginal languages and dialects of standard 

English revealed a hesitant and often elusive notion of Aboriginal English and elementary 

knowledge about language loss. On the other hand, they could generally identify a range of 

different languages, use individual words in multiple ways, understand the notion of dialects 

and code switching, and how language is used differently in different social settings.   
 

Profile of individual Aboriginal student’s participation 
 

Jayden was first encountered as a small Aboriginal boy cruising endlessly around the room in 

a music and drama therapy lesson in 2014. Twenty children were playing multiple musical 

instruments - cymbals, xylophone, drums, shakers, whistle, guitar, flute, keyboard, gongs, 

bells, clapsticks  and marimba -  exploring emotions. The teacher asked them: ‘What emotion 

are you feeling?’ ‘Hunger’ the cruising boy says. ‘And what emotion does hunger make you 

feel?’ the music teacher asks. ‘Angry’. In a second music and drama lesson the class was 

asked to create a grid on the floor with two intersecting lines forming four quadrants. They 

were invited to label each quadrant with an emotion and they chose happy, sad, angry and 

scared. Musical instruments were available to accompany the exercise – a piano, drums, a 

tambourine and cymbals. Children were invited to take turns to act the emotions, first in 

response to the music, and then to lead the music. Other children took turns to play the 

instruments, sounding the emotions first to lead the children and then playing the emotions in 

response to the children’s acting. This time the small Aboriginal boy who had been careering 

around the room on the first occasion was totally different. When he had a turn to perform the 
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emotions he was the first to demonstrate, with his whole body, the emotions of scared, angry, 

sad and happy. He played the piano with care and attention.  

 

In the lesson that followed he didn’t cope so well. The children were reminded of their 

language mapping and their revised maps were spread out on tables for them to view. This 

was clearly enjoyable for them and they were very proud of the now very brightly coloured in 

maps. Jayden in particular, wanted to be photographed with his map held up in front of his 

chest. The children were then gathered onto the mat to talk about making a map of social and 

emotional languages. Just at this point the deputy called and somewhere in that space and 

time Jayden ‘had a meltdown’ and had to be removed by his aide, only to return later a 

different and visibly much more disturbed child. He would not speak to anyone nor would he 

participate in the class activity. The emotional and social language map he had produced was 

indecipherable, as deeply troubled as his emotional state. He finally relented to the invitation 

to engage when asked about the Cumberland Plains project and responded: ‘oh yes, the 

plants’, and talked about his drawings. After this he was a good friend although his troubled 

behaviour continued, constantly arousing the punitive attention of teachers and aides.   

 
Jayden’s focus group interview 

The focus groups were divided among the five researchers and, aware of Jayden’s difficulties, 

he joined my group. While continuing to be fairly mobile throughout the focus group, he 

displayed a high level of interest, particular in the technology of the recorder and was keen to 

play back his voice. He related to the questions, about how the children in the group used 

everyday language, by moving about the group and sitting next to various children, 

identifying their family relationships, and which family were related into the Aboriginal 

community. At times I focused on him to get his attention to the task of talking about their 

everyday language experiences: 

 
Q: So tell me about learning languages in Miss Hickey’s class because I think that’s 
really exciting. 
It’s hard. It makes me feel happy. 
 
Q: Where do you speak those languages that you learn in Miss Hickey’s class? 
At home or at her house.  
 
Q: Okay and who do you speak to? 
Mum or Dad or brothers or sister. 
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Q: What about Grandparents- 
We don’t talk to them anymore, no it’s because my Mum – my Dad don’t like his, her – 
his Mum and his – and his Mum and my Pop. 
I don’t like them. I’m stuck. 
  
Q: You’re stuck?  Do you think you should be able to talk different languages in 
school? 
No. Because some kids don’t understand it. 
 
Q: So Jayden, before you said ‘yes’ you think that you should be able to talk about the 
way you use language in school; so can you tell us about that because remember you 
said you thought the Government thought that you should talk only English? 

 
The extent of this communication was remarkable for Jayden, but the following year he was 

again involved in the language mapping project and seemed to take a much greater interest 

this time. He produced the following map: 

 

 
 

Figure 10: Jayden’s language map 
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In the context of the whole class engaging in paired discussions about their language map and 

producing Venn diagrams of the comparison, Jayden was among eleven children who were 

interviewed individually.  

 
Jayden 

Questioner: This is Margaret and I’m talking to Jayden about his language map. So 
Jayden, I want you to tell me about all of the things that are on this language map?  
Child: I have some cousins here - Aboriginal; at school English; at home English; at 
pools English; to teachers English and my language map and I done a picture of the 
pools. 
Q: A picture of the pool?  That was a good idea – so do you talk a different English at 
the pool or do you talk the same English as in class? 
C: A different.  
Q: Different?  Do you shout?   
C: Yeah cos other people shout and it’s too loud and it echoes. 
Q: Okay so is the pool heated? 
C: Yeah but sometimes you have to stay in there for long but when you hop out and 
have a feed and you go back in there the pool gets cold.  
Q: Oh really?  Is the pool your favourite place?  
C: Yeah.  And Wet and Wild and Jamberoo 
Q: So at home you speak English or Aboriginal-English? 
C: English and Aboriginal-English sometimes.  
Q: Okay so are your parents Aboriginal?  
C: Yes – no Mum is English, Dad is Aboriginal. 
Q: Okay I see and what about your cousins? 
C: They’re Aboriginal and they’re from different country too.  
C: But I’m three countries.  
Q: You’re three countries are you?  
C: I’m English and Dad is two countries – Aboriginal and this other country.  
Q: What is his other country?  
C: I don’t know it.  He hasn’t told me yet.  
Q: Okay so you’re three countries? 
C: Yep.  
Q: And what about all these beautiful colours on the map?  
C: That’s my mum’s favourite colours and my dad’s and mine.  
Q: Show me which ones are yours and which one’s your mum’s and dads? 
C: That’s mine, that’s my Mum’s, that’s mine, and that’s the Rabbitohs colours mine 
and my Dad’s. 
Q: The Rabbitohs? 
C: Uh-huh. 
Q: Oh? 
C: And Mummy likes that colour – mummy likes all the purple, the pinks and me and 
daddy like the brown and all the other boy colours.  
Q: Okay and what about the blue down here and is this a cross? 
C: That’s more fishes, my baby brother’s, because he likes blue because he goes for 
Bulldogs.  
Q: Right okay so this is the Bulldogs and this the Rabbitohs?  
C: Yeah.  
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Q: Do you play footy?  
C: No not this year.  
Q: Are you going to play? 
C: Yep next year. 
Q: That’s good. Okay and what other things can you think of about language use?  Do 
you learn any other languages? 
C: Yes. When we’re doing island dancing and when we’re – when we’re learning about 
– other languages, people languages.  
Q: Yep do you like it? 
C: Yes.  It’s fun. 
Q: And what about – what about music and do you have an iPad? 
C: No I smashed it.  
Q: Oh did you?  Oh that’s a bit of a shame isn’t it?  
C: But mum is getting me one with a screen when you can’t smash it.  
Q: Okay and so what did you do when you had your iPad? 
C: I head-butted it because it was loading slow.  
Q: Okay so you get frustrated do you?  
C: Yep.  
Q: And what do you like doing?  
C: Maths games, fighting games, skateboard games and every other game.  
Q: So you like games; you like learning by games? 
C: Yep.  
Q: Do you listen to music on your iPad? 
C: Yes.  
Q: What sort of music do you like? 
C: I listen to girl songs and boy songs. 
Q: What sort of music do you like? 
C: I like Eminem, Biggy Small, Now I’ve loved truth like this and Old town funk you 
up and I caved in like a wrecking ball.  
Q: Oh I wish you could say those just a bit clearer because I don’t know them all and I 
want to look them up on my computer – so can you tell me again?  
C: Eminem, Biggie Small.  
Q: Biggie Small?  
C: Yeah and Old town funk you up? 
C: Yeah and They never loved truth like this and I caved in like a wrecking ball.  
Q: Goodness me I don’t know those at all, I’ll have to look them up and listen.  Do your 
family play music a lot?  
C: Yeah when we have parties we get the juke box and then we play music and games.  
Q: You hire one?   
C: Hmm. 
Q: Oh wow that sounds great. Alright is there anything else you want to tell me about 
this beautiful language map – I was very proud of that when I saw it. 
C: It’s got beautiful colours.  
Q: It has got beautiful colours; that’s very beautiful.  

  
Jayden’s map provides a threshold into his cultural world. It is unusual in its vibrant 

geometric blocks of colour that fill all the space on the A3 page and he explains that his use 

of colour is not only aesthetic but relational as the colours stand for his relations with his 



 

   44 

family members, mother, father and brother and in turn their connection to the colours of 

their favourite football teams. The swimming pool is the only place that features in his 

language map because he goes there with his cousins and they speak Aboriginal English. The 

swimming pool is the site of a vivid story about his very embodied experiences there – being 

hot and cold and getting a feed. He tells us he is ‘three countries’ in terms of his language 

identities, naming his mother as English, his father as Aboriginal and a third country which is 

not named, ‘he didn’t tell me yet’. Again his very active and passionate relationship with the 

tools of his language engagement is evoked in the story of smashing his ipad because it was 

downloading too slowly, but the extended conversation about what he does with his ipad 

opens another whole world of culture and music.  

 

All of the bands that Jayden describes listening to on his ipad are African-American rap 

bands with highly political agendas of black activism. This is the musical world of his family, 

a very rich, social and multimodal world of everyday language practice that is not evident in 

his relationship with the education system.  

 
Teacher discussion of Jayden’s participation 

 
The teachers were asked to design a unit of work to integrate the language mapping insights 

into their teaching curriculum in Term 3. At the teachers’ professional development day 3, 

which paralleled the third professional learning day for the AEOs, the teachers were asked to 

bring student work samples to analyse the outcomes of the units of work and the language 

mapping project pedagogies. Without any sort of prompting by the research team, the 

teachers decided to bring along a sample of Jayden’s work and discuss his participation in the 

language mapping project.  

 

Work sample 1 

The teacher said ‘I've chosen one by Jayden, and he’s written about Uluru.  So do you want 

me to read it for you?’ 

Uluru is a big red sandstone rock; it is located at Darwin in the middle of the central 

Australian desert. Uluru is important to the aborigines because they love the rock; it is a 

big hard rock to the people because they have had the rock for 600 million years.  
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The teacher read out the work sample and explained that she chose this example because it 

was such a huge improvement from what this student had done previously. She said that this 

student had always wanted to write, but his goal was to get to the end of the page, and the 

whole page would be filled with letters and no words at all. In this piece she explained that he 

is using sentences with capital letters and full stops. She saw this as a massive change from 

where she started with this student. The teacher explained that this student ‘is Indigenous and 

he has a huge connection to it, he’s very proud of it so writing this and having the connection 

with Uluru and the Aboriginal people, he couldn’t get enough of it, he wanted to continue. He 

came back to school this term and said ‘Can we keep doing that’. She observed that he was 

very motivated to learn, that he wanted to show his mother and father and everyone in the 

school what he had achieved. Whereas previously he would fill the page with meaningless 

letters then just refuse to do anything more. 

 
For this teacher it was a very significant breakthrough for a student diagnosed as ADHD with 

significant family issues who was normally a highly disruptive influence in the class, even 

when accompanied by his Integration Aide. The student himself recognised his successful 

learning outcomes that extended to other areas as well, ‘so now he recognises he can do it and 

it's going throughout everything, not just this project, he’ll now, like reading he’ll have a 

better go at, he’s gone from a level 6 to a level 12’. These changes happened during the one 

term in which the class covered this unit of work, ‘a really short time, like a term, he’s just 

like, his light is on, he wants to learn now’.  They said the change in his relationship to school 

and to learning was profound in contrast to the previous year when ‘he was being suspended, 

he wasn’t coming to school, [now] he’s there every day ready to go, it's crazy the difference. 

And people are noticing’. 
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Summary conclusion 

 
In order to gain a perspective on how children in these schools participated in the language 

mapping project a selection of the focus group responses and the profile of one Aboriginal 

child’s engagement were examined in this chapter. The eight focus groups from two Grade 3 

classes from Erehwon Public School were selected for analysis. In these focus groups 

children answered a series of questions about everyday language practice that did not focus 

on Aboriginal language. For the purpose of this analysis any response that discussed 

Aboriginal language was extracted.  

 

It was found that students from Erehwon Public School have a sophisticated understanding of 

their everyday language practice including concepts of dialect, code switching, standard and 

Aboriginal English and Aboriginal language loss. The responses in the focus group of the 

single Aboriginal child selected for individual profile were also included, and these revealed 

the challenge for young Aboriginal children in understanding the nature of their language use. 

This child however was clear about the link between language and identity through his 

understanding of the significance of language in Aboriginal extended family relations. This 

understanding informed the way that he created his very colourful and vibrant language map, 

and the analysis he provided of his map in conversation with the researcher. Later teacher 

evaluations with his teachers reported how this child was transformed from his typical pattern 

where his behavioural difficulties impacted on his learning, to making remarkable progress 

through pedagogies that focussed on language and identity and encouraged self directed 

learning.  
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CHAPTER 5 

ABORIGINAL EDUCATION OFFICERS LANGUAGE WORK 

 
Introduction 

 
This chapter is a compilation of discussions from PD Day 2 and PD Day 3 in which the 

Aboriginal Education Officers speak about their current work in relation to the language 

mapping project. They discuss their experience of teaching and learning Aboriginal language 

more generally and their long experience of working in Department of Education and schools.  

 
Aboriginal Education Officers language work 

  

The first section of this chapter is the Aboriginal Education Officer’s own accounts of their 

language work during Term 2 when the language mapping was carried out with all schools in 

the larger project. 

 

Sandra Hickey  

Since our last meeting here at UWS I've been at probably three or four schools looking 
at Aboriginal English and taking teachers through Aboriginal English and the 
significance of Aboriginal English for Aboriginal kids and Aboriginal adults, or parents 
of the kids.  We've been looking at the different types of English words and Aboriginal 
words that are spoken the same way and spelt the same way but they have totally 
different meanings.  Words like ‘windy’ and ‘neat’ and ‘deadly’ and looking at the 
Aboriginal meaning of it, and comparing it to the Australian English Standard, 
Standard English versions of those words.   
 
And what the kids had picked out is that − take the word ‘deadly’ for instance − it 
means something totally different to us as to what it means to non-Aboriginal people.  
To us it's ‘awesome’, it's ‘great’, it's 'good’ whereas in Standard English, it's 
‘dangerous’, it could be venomous, ‘you shouldn't go down there’, and those types of 
things.  We looked at the word ‘windy’. To me if I'm windy I'm pretty bloody scared 
but to other people they're talking about the weather. In Australian Standard English it's 
a windy day.  We looked at and compared with other kids; then I got them to write 
stories using the Aboriginal versions of the word, not the Australian Standard English.   

 
I put up words like ‘windy’; they had to write about a scary day, or a scary thing that 
happened to them, and they were pretty windy about it.  Then we looked at the word 
‘neat’ and I'm going to say someone's neat, I would say she's looking pretty neat today.  
So they had to write sentences using those words and then we looked at how Aboriginal 
kids can be marked down because that's their understanding of the word but it's not the 
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teachers understanding of the word and the teacher has never heard it mentioned in that 
way before.  It's a bit of catch 22 for the kids; because it's what they know, but it's not 
what the teacher knows, so how do they work together to sort that out?  And my 
argument there is that teachers need educating in those words as well, that have the 
same spelling, different meanings, it's pronounced the same way.   

 
We have also been looking at where the English language actually originated from. We 
looked at Arabic, and the Latin meaning of words and the old Persian languages and all 
those places where the English language actually originated from. We compared a few 
words in English and Arabic and got the Arabic meaning for the English word which 
was actually in English. We looked at the word ‘garbage’ a lot, because the word 
‘garbage’ doesn't exist; it's a made up word, it's a created word.  So the word’s actually 
‘garb’, which means to sift through and, and separate things, and the kids all took that 
on board really easy. A lot of the Arabic kids actually found that pretty interesting that 
it was their language that these words actually originated from. We looked at the word 
‘Mufti’ Day, what did ‘mufti’ mean?  Mufti is an Islamic law man and we call it Mufti 
Day because of the comfortable clothing that he wears.  So the kids now understand 
where Mufti Day comes from and it's not Mufti Day, it's Mufti Day. We had that 
cleared by Arabic kids in the classroom on how that's pronounced.   

 
We pulled on a lot of the kids with other languages, on their pronunciations and their 
English and how their English words can also mean something different to what non-
Aboriginal people understand, as or Europeans understand as the meaning of the word. 
It is totally different for a lot of other places. Some Aboriginal English that we've found 
actually relates to African language. Some of our houses are actually parts of their 
decorating and things like that. That was really interesting when the African kids would 
say, ‘but that doesn't mean [Speaks African], it doesn't mean ‘girl’ in their language, it 
means a ‘hair tie’. So they were quite thrilled that these words were actually coming out 
and they were able to relate to the words even though it meant something different. So 
that's basically what I've been doing since we last met. 

 
Narelle Trist 
 

I'm Narelle from Eamou Public School. Since our last meeting at the UWS  we've been 
doing family trees. What I did with all the students across the board, because we're 
doing Aboriginal Studies, each class has a different theme. I have been working with 
5B there, they're doing the family tree. I went and got them the canvases, I put the base 
on, I drew, I put the circles on for the family tree, but they have to colour them, they do 
their own art. I found with some of the children like a couple of Samoan kids did their 
own art on top of Aboriginal symbols with their family trees, to explain that they are 
doing Aboriginal Studies, and it’s why they did it, and then they created a story from 
the symbols. So we're going pretty good. After they’re finished we're going to put our 
canvases on display. We've got South African, Aboriginal, non-Aboriginal and Samoan. 
I've got Tongan. I've managed to include everybody as one because when we're in 
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Aboriginal Studies the rule is, ‘No bickering, end of story or you're going to be sitting 
over there on time out. We're family. Anybody asks for help you’re to give, no 
snickering or sniggering at somebody that can't pronounce the words, you put your 
hand up you help one another’. Pam's been in, when I've gone with 5B she sees the 
children as interacting really well. 

 
We looked at language, dance, art. My brother, Dwayne, that was the didg-man and 
dance man; he had these children eating out of his hands, they wouldn't move. He 
spoke to them through the didg, they did everything, he put them through their 
numeracy with their dancing, their rhythm, he's told them, ‘you've got literacy, 
numeracy, language’.  So we've touched on everything like I said, Sandra's right into 
the big stuff, I'm just touching in with my school. They've never really had anything. 
Now we're getting everything that we need, we’re doing Aboriginal Studies, with 1st 
and 2nd class we’re planning on what if you get lost in the bush? What if I'm lost? We 
took that and we photocopied and we got all the children to write down their answers, 
1st and 2nd, and they had no problem how they would leave a trail. So we're over the 
moon there. And another little lot would, they're going to build a humpy for the library; 
my husband's already given me the big board. 

 
I've got to get that to school, put it in the corner of the library, our little humpy. So 
we've got pictures, it could be built like that or like this. I help my students get the 
resources; I’m like Sandra, we don't charge our kids. We just take it in. And I won’t 
charge my school, this is for the children to do, it’s not for the adults. They can have an 
input about their Aboriginal learning, this is what they have to do. And in another class, 
2nd class, we worked on our six senses and I've never seen so many little ones not 
know anything about their senses. With me as an Aboriginal growing up, I was in touch 
with mine as soon as I hit five, not even five, earlier because we're taught - because the 
old people then they're putting you to bed when you've being naughty - you'll  hear 
sounds.  We've been able to do everything the students need, they’re taught to use their 
hearing, their sight; we've talked about shadows, things that children have never 
realised, because I said, ‘No, as an Aboriginal child, these are things you must learn; 
your six senses, you have to learn to do this’. ‘We're going to play an imagination game 
… it’s what if you got lost?’ So kids have to leave a track or work their way back. 
They’ve got to use their imagination.  
  
So our family trees are coming along, it’s significant with our students coming together 
as one. We work in the classes, that [Aboriginal teacher] and I work with, ‘We work as 
one and as a family, or you don't get included. You could just sit there and be quiet 
because you're not allowed to disrupt anybody else's learning, end of story. You don't 
get sent to the boss’s office, you don’t get sent to the Deputy’s office, you just sit here 
and when all the fun starts, because you didn’t do this part, you can’t join that bit 
because you have to do that bit first before you get to there’. So we're going good. 
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Daphne Bell 
 

Since our last time here at the University,  I've been going to classes with 5/6A that 
have been doing the language maps and just seeing what the children have put together 
and how they relate family to those language maps. The children found themselves, 
their own identity and then related to other children in the classroom which is a 
multicultural classroom, in a school which is multicultural. The program was exciting, 
fun, and therefore the children really engaged. And it’s also them learning about their 
own self as well and them being able to share it with everybody. 

 
 A lot of the similarities that the children are finding with these maps is that they’ve got  
a lot of the kids in the classroom who have a lot of cultural backgrounds that are similar. 
Cultural backgrounds like  Tongan, Samoan, Aboriginal and the Maori; it’s just like it 
all fits and then a lot of our non-Aboriginal children. They get very intrigued. They get 
very excited  that they’re learning something out of their comfort zone as well. And 
they’re able to share and they’re excited about it because we’ve always said – and I’ve 
always said, ever since I’ve been at Waratah – that Australian history is Aboriginal 
history. These children are taking this on board. The language between all the kids at 
school now and the respect between each of them in the classrooms can vouch for me 
there. We found with all that interaction  it cuts down a lot of racism because it gives 
each and every one of those students a good understanding of one another’s cultural 
background.  

 
Tracy Lee 
 

I don’t really go in with Daph because, like I said, I was only doing the one day of the 
AEO right up until this term, now I'm back on 5 days. So I wasn't involved with Daph 
when Daph did all the mapping and that stuff because I was only there on the 
Wednesday. I do teacher's aide, so I'm running around with non-Aboriginal kids. So it 
was more for Daph than me, I just come to keep Daph company, but I'd like to sit in it, 
because I'm learning myself. 
 
I had a lot of contact with the Aboriginal kids and not just the kids, the parents as well. 
I have parents ringing me at 7:30 am in the morning, ‘Auntie Trace’.  ‘Can you give me 
a minute to get out of bed?’ But I do work with the Aboriginal kids and we do speak 
our little lingos in the school and outside our community. I even got my kid’s friends 
coming up and saying, ‘Hey teach how you going?’ And I’m like, ‘what the hell?’ So 
we’ve got non-Aboriginal kids who are like friends, they're just different cultures. I get 
called Auntie.  They’re all picking up our lingo now and this is the community.  It’s 
good, it ends the divide. 

  



 

   51 

Aboriginal Education Officer histories and work conditions 

 
In this section extracts are presented from long discussions about the impact of their own 

childhood experiences, their long histories of commitment and activism and frustrations at 

the slow pace of change.  

 
I feel very, very strong about the way the system is moving now because our Elders 
fought for these positions for our children to, for us Aboriginal people, adults to be in 
schools for our children to give them – to help them with – their identity because a lot 
of our kids now have lost their identity because of mixed marriages, because of… a lot 
of the young ones … a lot of the young parents don’t have a lot of time these days and I 
think it’s up to us Elders to enforce, keep re-enforcing the Aboriginal culture within the 
schools and wherever we can because our children are losing it and if we let that 
happen… but it’s good that we can still instil it in our elder parents too to keep on the 
work that the Elders are doing, that we do it because I see that this young one, 55 is it, 
will carry that on from where we leave off because we’re getting older. We’re going to 
be passing soon so we need these young ones then to keep carrying on this hard yakka 
that our Elders fought for in the first, in the beginning to have this. 
 
I was not comfortable in a white man’s school. I was humiliated, turned me off, I think 
that’s why we never went to one. We went to black school. 
 
I see that this young one, 55 is it, will carry that on from where we leave off because 
we’re getting older. We need to fight the Government to make sure this is still 
happening. Having more Aboriginal people in these schools is making these kids proud 
of who they are, where they’re grounded, it’s not the shame factor. It is helping them 
understand who they are, understanding where they come from, their ground roots level 
and be proud of that.  Don’t be ashamed of who you are and where you’re going. My 
father started with the Aboriginal family education committee back in the, I think it was 
the late 50’s early 60’s.  And we’ve been fighting for education for Aboriginal kids for 
that long you can’t even remember when we first started and we’re still at the beginning. 
We’re not in the middle of anything or coming to the end, we’re still at the very 
beginning. 
 
Yeah the Elders do have a big helping in that as well but I think that the parenting part 
of it comes back to us because that’s what we’re teaching our kids, because we’re 
strong Aboriginal people ourselves. 
That’s right so we teach that Aboriginal background. I mean I teach Aboriginal 
background, I teach mine Ngunnawal, they want to know about [their other side] go see 
your father. I don’t know, I have no idea what they do so it’s not much use me trying to 
teach them a culture that I don’t know. 
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My passion’s been there for how many years. I’ve been there over 20 something years 
now I’ve been with this Department and here I am still trying to get Aboriginal culture 
set in a school. Why isn’t it taught at a University level? Why are teachers still having 
to teach all this Aboriginal stuff and it’s not done at a University level?  It should be a 
compulsory subject instead of left to ‘oh yeah, I might do it’, ‘oh no, I’m not going to 
do it in the classroom’, ‘oh no, I might not’, ‘no I’m doing Aboriginal studies.’ 
It is changing but the wheels are extremely slow. 
 
That long you can’t even remember when we first started and we’re still at the 
beginning. We’re not in the middle of anything or coming to the end, we’re still at the 
very beginning.  
 
For that matter it’s not so much people anymore, it’s the Department itself. You make 
the rules, you say what goes ahead, then you’ve got these principals in schools who 
don’t want to teach the culture. I’ve got principals who ask teachers, ‘pull your black 
card why don’t you? You’re going to pull a black card on me – go right ahead’. Well if 
you’ve got principals who are ready to pull their black card then we’re fighting a losing 
battle. They don’t value things like this, they don’t value Aboriginal education in the 
classroom, they don’t value Aboriginal perspectives so how can you implement things 
when you’ve got a whole lot of people and it’s not just one principal here and one, it’s a 
whole group. Makes it bad for everybody. 
 
 

Thematic analysis of language discussions 
 
The following themes were identified from the open discussion with AEOs in which they 

talked about their language work and issues that have arisen for them in this work.  

 
Loss and revival of Aboriginal languages 

That’s the sad thing about it is our elders, who were fluent speakers of that, are 
gone and we’ve got elders now who were in that era where they weren’t allowed 
to speak it.  

 
Well that would have been back in the 1920s the, the 1920s to 30s with Nan – 
and then the 30s from Mum and onwards well that when she was forever on her 
mother’s case saying, ‘don't speak it, don't speak it’. ‘You know we're not 
allowed to use that lingo.’ But Nan was, we’re all bits of rebels I suppose, but 
she’d use her language regardless of what mum or anybody had to say.  But it 
was only bits here and there it wasn’t fluent because she'd already lost that bit 
from her parents and, and so it was already taken. But she’d say that really loud, 
whether that was purposeful, that it’s not a language or whatever was deliberate, I 
don’t know but she’d forever make that a point, a loud point of saying, ‘that's not 
even language and what are you speaking?  You’re not even, you know you’re 
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not even supposed to speak that.’ And so it’d be a bit of argument in our house on 
a mission. 
 
No see, well, see like my mum’s come out when she had a massive stroke, a big 
stroke it gave her brain damage, she went back, done a reverse cycle on her 
personality.  She was speaking language and my dad came in he said, ‘Do you 
know what your mother’s talking about?’  I said, ‘hello who’s been married to 
mum, not me.’   

 
We were all born about that time, that would’ve been about the 50s, the 40s and 
50s, but and I just remember because Nan and grandfather, my father’s father and 
my mum’s mother, they’re a horrible pair together them two, but they defy mum 
and they’d go out the back and they’d sit there having this gibberish, is what she 
called it. ‘It's not even language’, she'd say. 

 
 I don’t know it, but I’m pretty sure I got the gist of what she’s [mother] talking 
about [in language]. You can pick up on a few things but because he [father] said, 
‘but she’s caught me all up, she’s going too quick’. I said, ‘well if she went 
slower I’d pick it up quicker’. I could tell you that, but the thing is she, she told us 
it wasn’t allowed. It was hidden.  
 
And it’s sad now that our kids don’t even, they’ve just got broken, a broken 
language. 
 
When my niece went down to Melbourne, she said, the biggest fascination that 
she had down there was sitting down and listening to language. And just people 
walking up and she said, ‘and black fellas and that Aunt all speak language’.  She 
said, ‘where's ours’?  I said, ‘well you know the history of ours’. New South 
Wales got knocked off. It was just a real big thing for her, it didn’t matter 
anything else in Melbourne, what the main thing she enjoyed was sitting down 
and just watching these women and listening to language. Just speak language, 
talk, talk lingo. 
 
And she said, ‘I was just in awe of the language that they’d maintained and had 
and were able to actually sit down and have a conversation in it. Not like ours we 
can use English and throw a few, a bit of language in here and there but, they 
were full on language.’ 

 
‘Lingo’ and language in school 

So we’ve got non-Aboriginal kids who are like friends, they’re just different 
cultures. I get called Auntie. But they’re all picking up our lingo now and it’s, and 
this is the community - and it’s good, it, it ends the, the divide. 
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We do speak our little lingos in, in the school and outside of community. I even 
got my kid’s friends coming up and saying, ‘Heh tich howya goin?’ 
   
We talk about the importance of having your home language as well as English 
and keeping both – don’t lose it, as you become older you will eventually lose 
that language, don’t let it happen, look at us, we compare that. We weren't 
allowed to speak, as you have the right to speak yours, well keep it with you 
because look at us, we don't have a language and that emptiness will always be 
there and that wanting, that language will always be there but we can never get it 
back. 

 
Aboriginal English 

I've been at probably three or four schools looking at Aboriginal English and 
taking teachers through Aboriginal English and the significance of Aboriginal 
English for Aboriginal kids and Aboriginal adults or parents of the kids. 
 
English words and Aboriginal words that are, they're spoken the same way and 
they're spelt the same way but they have totally different meanings, take the word 
‘deadly’ for instance - to us it's ‘awesome’, it's ‘great’, it's ‘good’ whereas in 
Standard English, it's dangerous, it could be venomous, you shouldn't go down 
there. 
 
I don’t think they understand the difference in English and Aboriginal English - 
they just don’t relate it. To Aboriginal English, it’s English as far as they’re 
concerned. 
 
I think we’re still working against this shame factor though. I know when I was 
over at the High School they get embarrassed … it was a big thing for those kids 
to get up on stage and all I hear them saying, ‘Oh, shame’. When they’re in 
primary they’re okay they’ll go through, you’ve got to have a go, but when they 
get to high school then it starts becoming oh well - the shame factor, yeah shame 
factor. You’ve got them dancing in primary school and then by the time they get 
to high school they don’t want to put a lap lap on or do anything. No, well I had 
my dance troupe going because they’re weirdos − different code of English.  

 
Pedagogy 

Because we code switch quite often during the day between Aboriginal English 
and Standard English, so it was the code switching that I really wanted to get 
across and how we code switch. We don't come home from football training and 
ask for the peas to be passed through the centre, and can you bring it down 
through the wing. We don’t do that, we change our language at home, so that was 
more-or-less what I wanted to get across is, is how we have to change our 
language all the time. Kids from another language belt, they could relate to that 



 

   55 

very, very quickly when we talk about Aboriginal English, we talk about Italian 
English, we talk about Polish English, we talk about English, English and how 
that even changes varying in your hierarchy.  
 
So you’ve got your very, very proper English up here so that the Queen would 
speak then you’ve got your white collar workers who’d speak a different 
language to what the Queen would speak because that’s a different English. So 
you’ve got your English here being spoken say by your politicians and that, they 
speak a different language to what your blue collars would be down here, they’d 
speak a different language altogether.  Then you come back down to your 
working class people, then you’d come back down to your cockney speaking 
language which is the cockney speaking languages is the language that a lot of 
Aboriginal English is based on. So we, we look at all those things and how they 
originated. 
 
But her language she was able to talk in her all language about the sport she did 
and not one of us knew she was talking about. So to us it was a foreign language 
unless you have a purpose to learn that language, then you have no idea what 
people are talking about. So it’s like law and things like that, you’re locked out of 
that language unless you have an understanding of law. You’re also locked out of 
the language of medical because unless you have a medical degree and can 
understand the language that they’re using, then you have no purpose to use that 
language. 
 
I got them to write stories using the Aboriginal versions of the word, not the 
Australian Standard English. 
 
We looked at the word Mufti Day, what did mufti mean?  Mufti is an Islamic law 
man and we call it Mufti Day because of the comfortable clothing that he wears. 
 
I got them the canvases, I put the base on, I drew, I put the circles on for the 
family tree but they have to colour them, they do their own art… then they done a 
story from the symbols. 

 
He spoke to them through the didg, they done everything, he put them through 
their numeracy with their dancing, their rhythm, he's told them, ‘You've got 
literacy, numeracy, language’. 
 
What if I got lost in the bush? We got all the children to write down their answers. 

 
Well because our Aboriginal Studies the kids, it's all hands-on, oh we actually get 
them to read 1st class, no you have to read them, we teach to summarise, because 
it always, it was about the Rainbow Serpent.  ‘Okay go back to your front page, 
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that answers in the first sentence you know’. And I've got to teach them 
Aboriginal culture and, but the thing is, they have to read it then when we've 
finished that page they have to turn over. 
 

Challenges 
Constant change - negative effect on kids: 

The Department saying that Aboriginal students are already 18 months behind, 
well we’ve got not only Aboriginal students that are 18 months behind, you've 
got all the other little students. All your NESB kids are 18 months behind then 
you've got your little medicated children that don't get to school properly and 
they're not medicated properly. So the Department is not allowing staff and us 
stability. 
 

Difficulty for beginning teachers: 

At being a first year out and getting her programs in and being able to set up a 
class. So we moved a few of the personalities but the few that we did leave there, 
gave her hell and they were a lot better than the ones we moved out but it’s unfair 
on our first year outs to have to go in with all these behaviours with your 
medicated kids and then be expected to run 30 odd kids and do all these lessons 
because they've never really been given training. 

 
Difficulties with new programs such as PPP, Positive Parenting Program: 

I did that with Triple P and it stuffed them right up, that’s why I don't like it, I 
think I can stuff up Triple P and they've gone, ‘If they're going what Miss? What's 
Triple P?’ I don't know who runs it but I, I deal with DoCS and I just thought, this 
is ridiculous, I had the DoCS bloke killing me in the end. Data isn’t, data isn’t 
right because that’s where teachers look − everybody’s taking the information 
and I had to do stuff in the classroom because a lot of the data isn’t right anyway 
− because a lot of our kids aren’t pen to paper kids. You don't know how much of 
a bad parent I was, I think you can't make me do nothing mate, and they really 
can’t. It’s a program that’s a voluntary program and unless you’re really going to 
take it on board then I wouldn’t suggest you do it. They wanted this DoCS parent 
to do it, but I said, ‘No she's not doing it’.  And they said, ‘Why?’  I said, ‘I don’t 
like Triple P I don’t like what it stands for, I know it’s an American program, 
we’re not Americans’. 

  
Changes in community: 

The whole of it, the black and white they don’t come into the school, they have - 
oh a lot are drug affected so I suppose they have other things at home that they’d 
like to do it’s hard if you haven’t got your community on board, your 
community’s got to want to be on board. 
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Dealing with difficult community members: 
I said, ‘No’, because one fella said, ‘What they expect with black fellas?’  I said, 
‘I'll tell you what I expect, a bit of respect. You want respect you give it, not all 
black fellas walk around like that, I don’t’.  

 
Interfacing with teachers:  

Aboriginal kids can be marked down because that’s their understanding of the 
word but it’s not the teachers understanding of the word. 
 
They [Aboriginal students] know what they know but it’s not what the teacher 
knows, so how do they work together to sort that out?   
 
They need to be taught this is how we are, this is how the kids are with us and 
you can't send somebody else in who doesn't know Aboriginal culture and ways 
and how to relate to a child, whereas we all do. 
 
You have to be careful because some teachers do not like AEOs in their 
classrooms that are very strong. 
 
Teachers don't like you, they won't let you in.  
  
They don't like it when our, our Aboriginal students have more of the contact 
with us. 
 
Our kids feel more comfortable coming to us. 
 
I worked with a little boy last year and, I'd done so well with him, I got him to 
where I got him, to be told, I had to pull away. This kid wouldn't even walk into 
school grounds by himself, I had to go back and train him, walk in, meet me at 
the amphitheatre, I only done it for three days and then he started doing it by 
himself. He used to smash up the classrooms, used to walk out of the classrooms, 
didn't have social skills, I done all that in a matter of twelve weeks to be told, 
‘Nah he’s too attached to you every day’.  Now he’s in the hands of a ESLO 
[learning support teacher] and it’s sad.  
 
Teachers think - and they have got the power in the classroom - they get 
threatened. 
 
The teacher doesn't understand this boy doesn’t know his sight words, he doesn’t 
know his sounds, all the basic stuff that someone in Year 2 should have. He 
doesn’t have, he didn’t have it last year. So because I can’t handle it, I get up and 
I walk out, I can’t handle it, I’ll smash up the classroom. Whereas I was going in 
and in the mornings we'll sit there and we play a game and then we do spelling, 
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and if he wants to go for a five minute walk, we done that, come back in done 
another thing but because he got so attached to me, I was told, ‘Take a step back’. 
  
We wear different hats all the time, that’s the world that we AEOs live in and we 
don't get paid for it. 

  
Curriculum 
Meta-understanding of language - derivation of English: 

 
We pulled on a lot of the kids with other languages on, on their pronunciations 
and their English and how their English words can also mean something different 
to what non-Aboriginal people understand as or Europeans understand as the 
meaning of the word, it is totally different for a lot of other places. 
 
They're doing the family tree. So I went and got them the canvases, I put the base 
on, I drew, I put the circles on for the family tree but they have to colour them, 
they do their own art. I found with some of the children like a couple of Samoan 
kids done their own art on top of Aboriginal symbols with their family trees to, 
and to explain that they are doing Aboriginal Studies and it's why they done it and 
then they done a story from the symbols. 
 
It’s up to us Elders to enforce, keep re-enforcing the Aboriginal culture within the 
schools and wherever we can because our children are losing it and if we let that 
happen, but it’s good that we can still instil it in our elder parents too to keep on 
the work that the Elders are doing 
 

Using six senses: 

As an Aboriginal child, these are things you must learn, your six senses, you have 
to learn to do this. 

 
Respect:  

We work as one and as a family, you don’t get excluded, you could just sit there 
and be quiet because you’re not allowed to disrupt anybody else’s learning, end 
of story. 

 
Difficulty of including Aboriginal studies in the curriculum:  

I go in when there’s RFF (Relief from Face to Face). 
 
My passion’s been there for how many years. I’ve been there over 20 something 
years now I’ve been with this Department and here I am still trying to get 
Aboriginal culture set in a school. 
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Crowded curriculum:  

And now they’re talking about a new program for teachers to have to do in the program 
as far as teaching kids to catch or play sport. I’m thinking well far out, we do stranger 
danger, we do sex education, we do maths, we do literacy, we do social sciences, we do 
social studies, you’ve got to teach them manners and now you’ve got to fit in another 
program, I think well when do the parents take the responsibility of taking their kids out 
for a bit of a game or something?  When does all this responsibility come back to 
parents and why is it all placed on teachers? 

 
A lot of our kids, not just our kids but I'm talking about non-Aboriginal kids to, they 
just still just oral and it’s just need the basics. And what’s happening now with the 
curriculum in the system is, they’re wanting the kids now to use the cognitive side first 
before they can get the basic stuff. I’ve noticed in a lot of schools now they’re using a 
lot of counters and the hands-on stuff, because the whiteboards have taken a lot of that 
away.  
 

School as learning ground: 

It’s my learning ground. This is where our babies come to learn to adjust for life - and 
be safe. We set them up for high school, high school sets them for senior campus, 
senior campus sets them for TAFE, Uni whatever journey they take. 

 
 
Learning outcomes 

We've made a big difference in a lot our students lives … with our NAIDOC. 
 

All children’s cultural identities validated in a multicultural school: 

And the Maori and, it’s just like the, it’s all fits and then a lot of our non-Aboriginal 
children and non − how can I say, the Anglo-Saxon children. They get very intrigued, 
they get very excited, that they're learning something out of their comfort zone as well. 
And they share, they’re able to share, and they’re excited about it because we’ve 
always said, and I've always said, every since I've been at Waratah, that Australian 
History is Aboriginal History and these children are taking this on board and just the 
language between all the kids at school now and just the respect between each of them 
in the classrooms. 
 
We found with all that interaction it, it cuts down a lot of racism because it gives each 
and every one of those students a good understanding of one's another cultural 
background. 
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Summary conclusion 

 
In the first section of this chapter the Aboriginal Education Officers describe the language 

work they do both independently of, and within, the language mapping project. Their very 

substantial and innovative work makes important contributions to teaching and learning in 

their schools in addition to the major work they do in community liaison. This work sits 

within long histories of commitment and activism for change. At times it led to discussion of 

their frustration with systems and individuals who seem to be resistant or negative to the 

changes they hope for in supporting outcomes for Aboriginal children and their communities.  

The second section of the chapter presents extracts from discussions that reveal their very 

substantial knowledge of teaching and learning language in schools. This section is organised 

under the headings of: Loss and revival of Aboriginal languages, ‘Lingo’ and language in 

school, Aboriginal English, Pedagogies, Challenges, Curriculum and Learning Outcomes. 

The section on learning outcomes, particularly in relation to their work in response to the 

language mapping project, is further examined in the next and final chapter.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

OUTCOMES AND EVALUATION 

 
 
This final chapter presents outcomes and evaluation of the Aboriginal Education Officer 

participation in the project Building Children’s Linguistic Repertoires to Enrich English  

Learning. It includes extracts from the transcripts of the AEO Professional Development   

Day 3 and evaluative comments made by AEOs during the course of the project.  

 

At the third Professional Development day in October 2015, the Aboriginal Education 

Officers brought student work samples and discussed their pedagogical approaches and the 

outcomes of this work. They made comments about their overall participation in the project. 

During the professional learning days they also made observations about the children’s 

responses to the language mapping processes, extracts of which are included in this chapter.  

 

Parallel AEO activities 

 
Teaching Aboriginal English 

AEO Sandra Hickey spoke about teaching Aboriginal English.  

 
I do the Aboriginal English classes one term in the school year and we focus on the 
language use there, and how it’s the language that is used throughout Australia. It’s not 
restricted to one area, not just from my area, it’s also used in Moree, up north, down 
south and north-west. So it’s a dialect that’s used right through Aboriginal culture. It 
also a form of identification as well, because when you’re speaking Aboriginal English 
you may throw in an Aboriginal word from your background, which will automatically 
identify where you’re from, so if I say ‘koobichee’ and things like that they’ll know I 
come from down south, where is they start using words from Moree like ‘myall’or 
‘Nungars’ which is down south again, then they start putting in words from the top end. 
So they’re using Aboriginal English but they’re also using their language as well, 
which is where the identification comes in. You’re able to identify people from their 
Aboriginal English and the language that they have. 
 
We were looking at ‘language for a purpose’ which I labelled my Aboriginal English 
before we looked at the syllabus, and we decided to look at Aboriginal English, and the 
purpose for that being developed and the reasons why it was important for Aboriginal 
people to learn to speak English. Then I did a bit of research with a few people around 
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Mt Druitt and the language that they used at home, which is Aboriginal English, and 
then I got onto Facebook. I have family spread throughout Australia and all my friends 
are from different Aboriginal clans, and we all speak Aboriginal English on Facebook. I 
very surprised about that. And then I was able to see that the language was basically the 
same from up north to out Walgett, Bre, then down to Wagga Wagga, into the Rivernia 
and down south again to Woollongong and all those places, so the language was still 
remaining the same.  

 
Then I looked at the words that were similar in English, say words like ‘lift’: what it 
meant in English; what it meant in Aboriginal English. So in English, standard English, 
‘lift’ is to pick something up, could be an elevator, could be an escalator, anything like 
that . In Aboriginal English, to get ‘lifted’ is to get hit- so- massive difference. ‘Flat’- 
so they put their hand up and say ‘that’s the building’, and I say ‘no, it’s not a building’ 
and they say ‘oh, well what is it?’ ‘It’s just a single room or something like that’, and I 
say ‘no, a flat is a flat piece of ground I’m gonna meet you on and lift ya’. If an 
Aboriginal kid comes in and you want them to write a story about ‘windy’, is that 
Aboriginal child in the mindset that ‘windy’ to them means scared, to be scared, or 
whether it’s the weather. So are they going to be marked for writing a story about a 
scary day or something that scared them or not going to be marked because they didn’t 
do what the teacher asked when in fact they did do what the teacher asked. I put 
together a whole lot of words that I’d collected and I knew then I went and asked 
people and said ’give me a word, give me another word and another word’.   
We created games, I put a list of words on the board and we’d pull out all the English 
words, and all that was left were the Aboriginal English words, so we’d look at those 
words and the kids would have to work out what they meant. And another way I did it 
was I created a game, an Aboriginal English game like a snake, and every move you it 
told you what to pick up, an Aboriginal English word or a standard English word so 
then they had to work out an equivalent to that word in Aboriginal English. And I did 
that at a conference we had as well and the adults were quite taken with it. Some of 
them actually took my games. – they do need it to address this ‘language for a purpose’ 
in the new syllabus. 

  
It’s only just come into the curriculum, language for a purpose and that, it was only just 
that was there, why don’t we use Aboriginal English? What was the purpose behind it? 
And I thought, oh, yeah, that was easy. So that’s where we started, the research on 
Facebook was the best research I could have ever done, and talking to people that are 
broad users of Aboriginal English, they use it on a daily basis, and then I spoke to 
ladies who are in the workforce, they have to change that language. So it’s looking at 
when and where do we use Aboriginal English? Because I don’t use it in the workforce, 
I can’t use it at work, but I teach it in a classroom. When I go home I switch back to 
Aboriginal English, because my kids only understand that when I’m cranky. I’ll soon 
tell them in Aboriginal English what I want them to do. That’s when they know I’m fair 
dinkum. 
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I think you have to have history as well as the English to see why it was necessary to 
develop this Aboriginal English, so they have to know the history behind it, to give the 
reasons as to why it was necessary to develop this Aboriginal English, so they have to 
know the history behind it. We do a great history lesson, we do lots of Aboriginal 
history, 5 & 6 I take right through from invasion right through to now. Kindergarten we 
actually focus on, they actually do a lot of their history as well, but in another way; it’s 
not as traumatic as what I’d give year 5 and 6. K-2 we do a lot of language but we talk 
about games that Aboriginal people would play, we talk about the hunting, food sources, 
clothing and shelter. Whereas with 5 & 6, I will take them into invasion and the 
atrocities that happened in those areas that became an important part of developing a 
language. 

 
[Alongside the language mapping project] we looked at the Italian English and the 
Polish English and all the other countries. The kids who spoke fluent English, and the 
parents of English background, they enjoyed it. They thought it was great, learning 
another language. They thought it was another language, but I had to keep telling them 
it’s a dialect. It’s not a language, we don’t refer to it as a language, we refer to it as a 
dialect. They just enjoyed learning all these new words. Then when they’d go out with 
their koori mates, they were able to even use these words. So it sort of built 
relationships with the kids as well, because they all understood Aboriginal English, so 
they could converse in Aboriginal English and they thought it was great. They felt like 
they’d learnt another language. 

 
Family trees in Aboriginal studies 
 

AEO Narelle Trist adapted the notion of family trees from her initial language map in 

Professional Development Day 1 and introduced the process to her Aboriginal studies class. 

In the following she discusses the conversations she had with the children who took part and 

her own understanding of the process.  

 
We went from the mind [language] maps to family trees because the mind maps 
enabled us to tell where our children really come from as far as their languages are 
concerned, their language background because some of them aren’t, they know what 
nash [nationality] they are, but some of them still aren’t on the language side with the 
multi-lingual language. I spray painted the canvas boards, then I drew the trees and 
some of the pictures. I drew, but they had to colour the maps themselves  and they said 
‘can’t you help us do that part’ I said, ‘no because I’m too neat, this has got be from 
you. No, you have to do it, with your little hands baby because I’d end up picking at it 
too much and your Mum’s going to know it’s not your work and I don’t want that.’  
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This is Shenille.  Her mother and father are both Aboriginal. Shenille is a beautiful 
young student who knows what she wants and needs to get to places in life. A very 
proud young Aboriginal lady who has the ability to achieve her goals throughout her 
schooling years. Having worked with Shenille, I can honestly say it was a pleasure. 

 

 
 
Another painting, not shown here, was by Rebecca.  
 

She’s my little girl that’s Mum’s Jamaican, Dad’s Ghana. 
Well this little girl’s over the moon from doing the mind maps. With her family tree she 
wants her family tree really extended and I just said ‘my princess I’ll never get out of 
this room.’ And they’re really proud actually, that family, because Dad’s sister just not 
long became a doctor. So going through all this and she said, ‘may I have the rainbow 
serpent’ and I said, ‘not a problem darling’, and she’s a beautiful kid. Very, very, very 
sensitive, very soft and very lady like and I’ve just gone ‘oh dear Bec you’re in 6th 
class, 5th class you’re going to kill me.’ This is Rebecca’s response to this because I 
said I need a letter. I need something from you.  ‘Oh, do I have to’, ‘yes, you do.’  

 
When I was doing my family tree I felt proud and happy because it represents my family 
and my culture. I love doing Aboriginal Studies. Rebecca.  
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See she’s already realised that she’s picked up her culture. They discuss it, back into 
their language. They’ve got two different languages on top of English.   
 
This is m’ little Koori girl. I think her note’s at home, back at school. This young Koori 
girl. I don’t know why she wanted to do her snake like that.  

 

 
 

 
He actually said ‘Miss Trist can I just have a snake?’ I said, ‘it’s your choice, you’re 
doing the picture. You’re colouring not me.’ They’ve interpreted their style of 
Aboriginal art. He thoroughly enjoys Aboriginal Studies. He said, ‘Miss I spoke to my 
Mum.’ We’re so similar in a lot of ways and when we done bush tucker a young 
Lebanese girl was there and she goes ‘oh that’s just like ours Miss’.  I said ‘no, do you 
want some?’  She comes back, she goes ‘oh its lovely.’ I said, ‘thank you darling’ but 
yeah, so we went from Year 2 and Year 4 that did the mind maps and language maps.  
We went into the family trees with all the languages and that come down into the 
family tree and putting them together in one word. When I did Year 5 I asked them, 
‘there is one word that you could put this all into one category. What is it?’ And they’re 
going through it and I said, ‘no what is it?’ They actually told me. We have a sense of 
belonging. 
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And you know what does connect them together is that snake. The serpent  connected 
all  the students together because they’ve got something now that they can learn 
together and all appreciate; they all enjoy it together. It’s a serpent. It’s a representative 
of Aboriginal art.  It’s our creator, representative of our creator. I would prefer them to 
tap into the rainbow serpent; into something that everybody would agree on. See, a 
rainbow serpent everybody could agree on with children, but not a lot of other things 
that they could tap into to put on. I just felt that the choice of  the rainbow serpent, was 
best for all students. 

 
Aboriginal history is Australian history therefore if you’re Australian you need to learn 
Aboriginal history and we need to be sensitive to it.  Therefore we’re sharing as 
Aboriginal people do. This is where these kids can learn and share together. A lot of 
people, a lot of the parents said to me, ‘why is she doing it?’ I said, ‘stop and think 
about it.’ I said, ‘if we want to share our culture with people this is a learning way to do 
it.’ I said, ‘we do have our Aboriginal kids saying it, but then we have our non-
Aboriginal child, it’ll be Samoan, Tongan whatever, white whatever. They’re to be 
standing side by side, next to that Aboriginal child.’ My point is you want them to 
integrate don’t you, you want them to mix? You want them to grow in society together 
don’t you?  You want a healthy up bringing don’t you?  Well this is where it starts.’ 

 
Adapting language mapping for the special needs unit 
 

AEO Daphne Bell discussed her adaption of the language mapping project for children from 

the special needs unit at her school.  

 
I was talking to the teacher from the unit classes about the maps what we were doing 
and then she said can we, how do we do that, can we try that?  And I just said yeah, 
well fair enough.  And I just explained a bit more to her about the program and then she 
got her kids, she said well how can our kids be involved? I said well what we’ll do is 
we’ll talk about identity, we’ll talk about all those things and talk about where they’re 
all from, each of the kids in the classroom. Because they’re not all Aboriginal children I 
said, ‘well’ and because I deal with a lot of Aboriginal perspectives through the school 
anyway and then I said, ‘well, if you’d like to, if you were an Aboriginal child how 
would you explain yourself or how would you identify yourself’, and they just did these 
pictures for me and we talked about different animals and what they represent, are their 
food totems and all that sort of stuff and I’ve explained to the kids. And these kids just 
come up with their own stories. 

 
Yeah, year six girl, very dark, her Dad I’ve grown up with her Dad in Redfern but her 
Dad’s not Aboriginal and yet her Mum is Aboriginal. They haven’t finished them but 
this was what they were telling me about themselves and what their story was just by 
using symbols and I let them have a look at the books and then write, pick out whatever 
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symbol they needed to match up to make their story. So by using the maps this is all 
about them and animals represented them in their families as well. 
 
They talked about it all and just said, ‘this is me and this is where we’re going and this 
is our story where we’ve been.’ We’re going to get – because I tell a lot of Dreamtime 
stories and I tell them a lot of stories about creation and I tell them how the birds got 
the colours and the one I’ve read with this ‘The Magic Boomerang’ and I think a lot of 
them with some of these from ‘The Magic Boomerang’ because this young boy that 
went on this journey from this boomerang where it went around Australia and a lot of 
that story, I think a lot of this came from that story but then a lot of other stories as well. 
But yeah, this was just their interpretation. 

 
I think this is the children, one child and their siblings and they’re going to the beach I 
think or they were swimming somewhere. Seashells and turtles. They come from the 
sea, the sea is their ocean. The turtle is their totem. They’re coastal people. I was just 
really overwhelmed because these are kids from the unit that people think oh, they 
don’t know anything. They’re more brighter than everybody thinks they are. Years ago 
I did, Uncle Wes came up, he does story telling with the unit. Well with that unit we got 
them to relay what they got back into a story and what we did, they did Aboriginal art 
on canvas and we don't know what happened to it. But we had one girl from the unit 
who was Down Syndrome, her colours were mixed beautifully, couldn’t see the castle 
but it was there, so we just said it’s a beautiful castle, she was so over the moon. I said 
I'm looking. The teacher goes did you find the castle for us?  No. So I keep a lot of the 
kids when they do a lot of the artwork I keep them for a term and then at the end of the 
term I send it all, so I can display it in the classroom and display it around their school 
and then I just send it home then at the end of the term. 

 
Aboriginal Education Officer evaluation 

 
Sandra Hickey response 

I think the language repertoires and the mapping that we did in the classroom actually 
made teachers look at their children a lot differently. It made them realise that some 
children come to school with three or four different languages, some are actually 
interpreters for their parents. It made them look at the differences in the ways that 
they’d be now able to teach kids differently, to bring them on board. It gave us a lot of 
information about children that most teachers didn’t know. Some teachers didn’t know 
their kids were Aboriginal, because they’re Islander Aboriginal. So they’d think they 
were Islander until they’d see an Aboriginal map in their maps, and they’d go ‘Oh, 
you’re Aboriginal!’ ‘Yeah, Islander and Aboriginal’.  ‘Well I didn’t know you were 
Aboriginal’, which I thought was a bit strange because considering they’d had the kid 
for a few years. It opened a lot of the teachers’ eyes in the way that they now address 
their classroom. With that background in their head that our kids have different 
languages and do a lot more with languages than what they’ve ever done. 
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Some of them speak many different languages. I think one of our kids in one of these 
maps actually speaks three or four different languages at home, but just speaks English 
at school. And she interprets for her parents, this child, and I think ‘wow, I’m hard up 
trying to work out my language, without interpreting someone else’s language’. I praise 
those kids, I tell them that’s a very clever thing to do to interpret, which in turn gives 
them that self-esteem. It builds up and they feel quite proud, because they used to say 
‘it’s embarrassing’ and I say ‘how is it embarrassing? That’s actually a great big 
responsibility and a big job. Do you know people get paid to interpret?’ They say ‘no’ 
and I say, ‘it’s a job’. So it started them thinking on that line, so wow, so the four 
different languages that one child spoke, she was over the moon that she could be an 
interpreter one day for other people- that that’s actually a profession. A few of the 
others I spoke to, who had other languages, they were quite surprised that that could be 
a profession, interpreting languages for other countries and other people. 

 
They were different, totally different. They were quite proud of their heritage and they 
were quite proud of the English they spoke, and then they were quite proud of the 
English they were trying to teach their parents. So the language maps got a lot more out 
of them and gave them a lot more confidence within themselves. They were quite proud 
of their maps, they were quite proud of their backgrounds and you could see that 
they’re more willing to get involved. It gave me the impression that they were quite 
proud of what they did. We were at the end of our lesson, but they still wanted to stay 
and finish their maps. They were really involved, they were immersed in that from 
beginning to end, and if we said ‘it’s language mapping day’ they were prepared, they 
were ready. In the end, they were aware of all the other kids and their backgrounds; 
they were aware of where these kids came from; they were also aware of who did 
interpreting at home and they all pal-ed up in the end. 

 
With the Aboriginal kids, the language maps and the Aboriginal English, it brought 
them up a lot. They’re right alongside all the other kids in their marks. There were no 
suspensions, there were a few little niggly things with parents - the parents have such 
an influence over the children and what the parents say goes, whereas in my classes 
that’s broken down. Parents have those views because that’s how they were brought up. 
Ok, that’s the way you were brought up and they’re the beliefs in your family, and 
that’s the beliefs that you will carry. It made the kids realise ‘oh,we are the same. We’re 
not different. We all have the same. We all have our families, we all have our languages, 
we all have our background, you know, we all come from different places, but yet, 
we’re all here at one, doing a language map and talking about our backgrounds. They’d 
go and read someone else’s map and think ‘did you do that? Are you from there? It 
made a bit of a difference. Having the language mapping and the Aboriginal English 
both going at the same time, reinforced - not so much just Aboriginal, it reinforced 
‘different cultures are everywhere and we need to embrace those cultures. I always say, 
‘Use them for what you can get from them. It’s another culture - use them as to what 
you want from that culture’. And I say it to teachers: ‘Use her for all she can give you; 
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she’s there for you - you need to use her for her information’. Like that young guy 
who’s Aboriginal and Islander - I knew he was Aboriginal because I know the family, 
but no one else in that school did, not another teacher.  

 
I enjoyed it. It opened my eyes as well as the teachers to the kids’ backgrounds and the 
importance of their responsibilities with their language, especially their home language. 
It made me aware that a lot of our kids that can speak fluent English, our Polish kids in 
particular, had to refer back to Polish when they went home. So they were living in the 
two worlds, and it made me quite proud of them that they were able to switch - we call 
it code-switching, they switch codes from their Polish language into standard English 
and keep that going all day and switch again at 3 o’clock into Polish. It made me more 
aware of just how our kids work, and just what goes on in their heads and their 
responsibilities to language. 

 
Narelle Trist response  

AEO Narelle Trist summarised her response to the project in at the teacher Professional 

Development Day 3 when she replaced one of the teachers from her school who was unable 

to participate.  

 
I’d just like to thank Margaret and the rest of the team for inviting us on board myself 
because I found that everybody is different but we’re all the same, am I making sense?  
But we have people out there who believe children all learn the same way, they don’t. 
So I'm overjoyed with the fact that we’ve done these maps, I’ve always been a type that, 
well, I'm from a large family that says show respect to others, you’ll learn from them 
whether no matter what culture or background you are, if you show respect you learn, 
and in return they learn from you. It’s a two way street in learning and I think in 
schools it’s a three way, we have our community, our teachers and our staff, the 
students study all that with myself, but with [the project] coming in it’s turned into like 
a four or five way street of learning and to adapt into the extra ways of learning has 
helped our students across the board.  

 
But Margaret mentioned the mind [language] maps to our school, to myself I said yeah, 
I’ll take this on, I love a challenge and it was good because it opened up the other 
student’s eyes on where their fellow students are from. It’s also given them a better 
outlook and perspective on their fellow peers and where they’re from, more of an 
understanding which is what should be happening in our schools in the first place and 
makes me feel proud to be part of this group because I feel that our groups are in 
harmony with learning. When you’re in harmony you learn; you learn, you succeed; 
you succeed you go further. So in my eyes with the way we’ve done all this with the 
mind maps, which I’ve worked into my family trees, I’ve found it’s given all our 
students ownership and it’s also their identity whether you’re bilingual or multilingual 
with cultural backgrounds, doesn’t matter who you are, where you’re from, we’re all 
the same. 
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I think they’ve given us a much deeper understanding of their language backgrounds 
and where they’re from, and who they belong to, and what languages they’re actually 
familiar with or aware of. Some go into great depth, as to what they’ve done or what 
they’re speaking at home, all the differences they have in languages at home from the 
Tongan to the El Salvador, which is a big difference, and then come back to the 
Australian. I just think they’re a lot more in-depth and tell us a lot more about the kids 
and where they’re from and how they’re content within the languages that they’re using, 
and they’re quite clever with all the languages that they use, actually and they’re able to 
identify all those languages within their language maps.  

 
Daphne Bell response  

Just being in the classroom and observing what the teachers were doing with the mind 
mapping – just the children themselves being happy and being engaged; being able to 
express themselves which is what our children need. I have just written here with the 
teachers being involved with the kids through doing their language mapping and the 
program, in my observation, gave the teachers a wider understanding of how these 
children learn and what tools they use therefore teachers were able to do their 
individual programs for each child’s goals and progress because they had a better 
understanding of each other and their individual children.  And children engaged; they 
were all engaged, and to the students it was about them, and them being recognized as 
individuals, helped the students self esteem and that’s what I’ve seen out of all of this. 
What’s been happening and just … the respect between each of the people involved in 
this, and I just wanted to ‘thank you’ to all the teachers, honestly, from the bottom of 
my heart for doing what you’re doing.  

 
Language maps as teaching and learning tool 

 
Throughout the process of discussing the language mapping project the Aboriginal Education 

Officers made many comments on their approaches to teaching and learning and their 

perception of the meaning of the language maps as a pedagogical tool.  

 
Learning grounds as conceptual framing  

I actually told all our community members this is our learning ground so it’s not classed 
as a school. It’s a learning ground to prepare our children for the up and coming future 
because they are our future and we also like to work as a family unit. See when I go to 
class students are told straight off what’s the rule - family - good you’ve got that in 
order.  What else?  To help – that’s what sisters and brothers do they help – if you’ve 
got that right now let’s go and it works wonderfully. The family unit – we call our 
school our learning ground with a lovely learning environment.   
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Because at the end of the day they are our future and that’s what we need them to do. 
We need our future up and coming future to be able to stand up and read and write 
English and speak English or whatever language they need to speak but with 
confidence. Like things like this and teach them no matter what cultural background 
you’re from – like you said pick their literacy and numeracy and everything up because 
some of our students – because they are from a different background they’re inferior to 
the rest. I will be honest with you guys I’ve got a habit of saying well you think that 
one’s better than you – see you later then. And then they go what do you mean? 
Because no one is better than you – we are all equal and it works – it’s a better 
understanding when you tell the kids that we’re all one.  We all bleed – we all learn 
from our peers and I think you guys have done excellent to do that.   

 
Affordances of language mapping approach 

 
Acceptance of child’s own representations of self 
 

I think this language map give them a lot of time and chance to be engaged in 
something that they can’t be wrong with, and it’s all their doing and all their work and 
all their beliefs, so somebody can't come in and say ‘Hey well no you’ve done this 
wrong and you’ve done that wrong’, it’s all up to them and it’s their ideas, and it’s all 
about the child themselves’. 

 
In-depth understanding of language backgrounds 
 

I think they’ve given us a much deeper understanding of their language backgrounds 
and where they’re from, and who they belong to, and what languages they’re actually 
familiar with or aware of. Some go into great depth, as to what they’ve done or what 
they’re speaking at home, all the differences they have in languages at home from the 
Tongan to the El Salvador, which is a big difference, and then come back to the 
Australian. I just think they’re a lot more in-depth and tell us a lot more about the kids 
and where they’re from and how they’re content within the languages that they’re using, 
and they’re quite clever with all the languages that they use, actually and they’re able to 
identify all those languages that are within just their own families, and I think that’s 
quite clever.  

 
Learning by reflection from self and others 
 

Yeah and they just… it impacts on what they’re doing. They identified grandma and 
different people who, granddad who have impacted on their language. From my Dad, 
understanding that there are not just one particular family that’s impacted on their 
language development but their cultural backgrounds across different areas and also 
where they are, where you’ve said, where they’ve lived. They’ve learnt from others. So 
there’s a lot of input from lots of different coming in they can see I believe, that has 
developed their understanding of their language map. 
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Summary and recommendations 

 
The Aboriginal Education Officers who took part in this project continue to do important 

work in their schools and communities based on 20 years of personal commitment and 

activism. They undertake this work in very different ways according to their particular 

passions, skills and backgrounds. They have accumulated deep knowledge about their 

communities, about the interface between Aboriginal histories and cultural frameworks and 

schools, and about the needs of Aboriginal children in relation to the school system. Their 

contributions as co-researchers in the language-mapping project have added immeasurably to 

the project and its outcomes. It is important that this knowledge is recognized and valued and 

the complex work that they do in liaising between Aboriginal community and knowledge 

systems is supported.  

 

The following recommendations arising from their participation include recommendations in 

relation to the language-mapping project, and in relation to the role of Aboriginal Education 

Officers in schools and communities:  

 
• Introduce the process of language mapping more broadly through professional 

development, especially in relation to Aboriginal language and dialects of Standard 

English.  

 
• Initiate further research into the ways that language mapping can be used to support 

recognition of Aboriginal dialects of Standard English and the possibilities of 

metalanguage understanding for Aboriginal children in their transition to Standard 

English.  

 
• Provide professional development opportunities for Aboriginal Education Officers to 

engage in research and to research their own practice.  

 
Provide opportunities for the extensive knowledge base of Aboriginal Education 

Officers to be recognised, voiced and supported.   
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ENDNOTES 

 i Aboriginal education officers (AEOs) work in schools where significant numbers of 
Aboriginal students are enrolled. They work closely with teachers to develop culturally 
appropriate resources and programs. They promote Aboriginal education, encourage students 
and support parents. AEOs work with teachers to assist Aboriginal students achieve their 
potential and keep the Aboriginal community informed of students' progress and 
achievements, and of things like parent meetings, school activities, new programs and other 
changes. AEOs provide role models for Aboriginal students and have a positive impact on 
helping them achieve their potential. 
http://www.dec.nsw.gov.au/about-us/careers-centre/school-careers/school-support-roles/non-
teaching-roles/sas-aeo  accessed 16032016 
 
ii  English as an Additional Language or Dialect: Advice For Schools NSW DEC page 26.   
(https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/policies/student_serv/equity/comm_rela/eald_advice.pdf 
accessed 19032016) 
 
 iii Dharug; Darug; Dharuk  
 
 iv Resource allocation model The Resource Allocation Model (RAM) has been developed to 
ensure a fair, efficient and transparent allocation of the education budget for every school. 
The model, introduced in phases, recognises that students and school communities are not all 
the same – they have different needs and require different levels of support.  
2014 RAM implementation included 1. Targeted (individual student) funding support for 
students who: require high or moderate level adjustment for disability;  require specific 
support; are new arrivals or refugees. 2. The equity loadings that provided support for: 
Aboriginal students; students from low socio-economic backgrounds. 
2015 RAM implementation added 1. Two more equity loadings for: low level adjustment for 
disability; English language proficiency. 2. A location loading was delivered to schools 
through their base school allocation to provide additional funding to isolated and remote 
schools. 
2016 RAM implementation added The base school allocation which includes: a per capita 
allocation; a professional learning allocation for all staff 
(http://www.dec.nsw.gov.au/about-the-department/our-reforms/local-schools-local-
decisions/reform-agenda/resource-allocation-model accessed 18032016) 
 
v  Council of Australian Governments Fact Sheet 1 Smarter Schools - Low Socio-Economic 
Status School Communities National Partnership 
(https://www.coag.gov.au/sites/default/files/20081129_smarter_schools_factsheet.pdf 
accessed 19032016) 
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vi  the Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) (This is a measure created 
by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) specifically to 
enable meaningful comparisons of National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) test achievement by students in schools across Australia. ICSEA is constructed 
taking into account both student- and school-level factors). 
Key factors in students’ family backgrounds (parents’ occupation, school education and non-
school education) have an influence on students’ educational outcomes at school. In addition 
to these student-level factors, research has shown that school-level factors (a school’s 
geographical location and the proportion of Indigenous students a school caters for) need to 
be considered when summarising educational advantage or disadvantage at the school level. 
ICSEA provides a scale that numerically represents the relative magnitude of this influence, 
and is constructed taking into account both student- and school-level factors. 
(https://www.myschool.edu.au/AboutUs/Glossary#G2  accessed 16/03/2016) 
 
 viiGannon, S. (2009), 'Rewriting the 'Road to Nowhere': Place Pedagogies in Western Sydney', 
Urban Education, vol 44, no 5, pp 608 - 624. 
 
 viiiSBS (2015). Struggle Street Sparks National  Conversation. 
http://www.sbs.com.au/yourlanguage/mandarin/en/article/2015/05/15/struggle-street-sparks-
nationalconversation?cid=cxenseab_a 
 accessed 17/05/2016). 
 
  ixAnniversary of the National Apology, National Sorry Day, Reconciliation Week, Mabo 
Day and NAIDOC (National Aboriginal and Islander Day of Commemoration) week. 
 Reconciliation Week and Mabo Day  
 
xPriority Schools Programs 
These programs provide additional resources to schools serving low socio-economic status 
communities across New South Wales to improve student literacy and numeracy achievement 
and engagement in learning. 
Additional funding, staffing and consultancy are provided through Priority Schools Programs 
to targeted government schools that support students from communities with the highest 
concentrations of low SES families. 
These resources are in addition to the resources provided to all government schools. 
In providing these resources Priority Schools Programs have the aim of reducing, with a view 
to eliminating, the achievement gap in student learning outcomes for students who may be 
adversely affected in schooling due to their socio- economic circumstances. 
(https://www.det.nsw.edu.au/media/documents/about-us/statistics-and-research/key-statistics-
and-reports/psp.pdf accessed 20032016) 
 
xi  Treahna Hamm b. 1965 
Artist , Artist (Mixed Media Artist), Artist (Weaver), Artist (Textile Artist / Fashion 
Designer), Artist (Sculptor), Artist (Painter), Artist (Printmaker). Treahna Hamm is a possum 
skin cloak maker, etcher, printmaker, painter, sculptor and public artist. A visual artist since 
1982, Hamm's work discusses issues of identity, assimilation and connection to land and 
community. She has a Masters in Visual Arts from Charles Sturt University.  
(https://www.daao.org.au/bio/treahna-hamm/ accessed 18032016) 
 
 




